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March 1, 2655


Unnamed System
(lizard territory)


High Stellar
Orbit



 

Kara’s Ma’kri exited the very slow interstellar jump
at full repulsion, draining its capacitors in order to slow the jumpship far
away from the star where the gravity field was weaker. That left the ship
vulnerable, for it would take time for the gravity drive capacitors to recharge
sufficiently to make another jump, but the benefit of it was that the lizards
wouldn’t know where to expect them. Even if they picked them up on sensors it
would take time to get ships out to their location, and without the lizards possessing
binary drives it would be a difficult bit of navigation for them to do so.


Which was why Kara was willing to risk the jump. The
system in question was on the edge of the lizards’ core region, with the
journey to get here being extremely difficult. Over the past few years she’d
been raiding one world or another, blowing up or otherwise sabotaging important
pieces of infrastructure or ships, and data mining every computer system she
could get her Vorch’nas plugged into…as well as mind melding with a few
Mastermind variants she was able to track down.


Little by little she gained information on the
lizards, their territory, and their inner workings…but only in piecemeal for
most didn’t know anything other than what concerned their local affairs. In
fact, she probably knew more about their empire than most of them did, and that
knowledge had led her here.


What ‘here’ was she still wasn’t sure, but it was a
level of system far beyond anything Star Force had encountered before. Those
systems surrounding it were nearly impossible to enter without being detected
and swarmed with ships, and on more than one occasion her ship had to bug out
almost immediately when scouting the area became impossible.


Kara desperately wanted to probe deeper into the core
of lizard territory but to do so she’d needed more engine power…and now finally
she had it. The Ma’kri she was commanding was a prototype, or rather the first
model out of prototype finishing. It carried Star Force’s newest gravity drive,
which now put them at 1/10th the strength of the V’kit’no’sat’s
basic drives. That was no small feat, and the ship had to be redesigned with
most of the internal space going into more jump drives and leaving little more
than a skeleton crew onboard, but the Sonic
was now by far the fastest jumpship in the ADZ and probably the entire local
segment of the Orion galactic arm.


That made her trips between systems ultra-fast, but
that wasn’t the point. She needed the enhanced engine power so she could jump
off the star’s gravity field but far enough out from it to miss the stellar
detection network the lizards, or others, would have set up. That was the only
way she had been able to scout out the surrounding systems, and it was the only
way she’d been able to make it this far into the interior.


The Ma’kri also had the best sensor plating available,
which would hopefully make it a ghost to lizard sensors at range, but there was
no way of telling until you got there to find out.


“How do we look?” Kara asked her Captain, standing
behind his command chair with her hands on the backrest.


“Nothing local, but there are…oh my,” he cut off as
the passive sensors began to pick up slight reflective signals from the
lizards’ own detection grid as they bounced off of various objects, with the
biggest ones being the first the computer analysis could pick out.


“We knew there was something special here,” Kara said
calmly. “Let’s have a thorough look.”


“Please tell me you’re not going in there?” the
Captain pleaded.


“Not today, no,” she said, seeing more detail forming
on both the main hologram and the Captain’s readouts that she was snooping on.
“We’re just going to take a peak from range, but let’s make sure we see all
that there is to see. Bring us in a lazy slingshot around the planet, but keep
it high,” she said, seeing the closest of the planets in the system not too far
off from their current position. It was larger than Earth by about a third and
was covered in green according to the visual scans that were being enhanced and
shown to the bridge, along with so many ships in orbit that they appeared to be
solid globs on the sensors until they were able to sort out the tiny dots for
what they were.


They appeared as schools of fish, with varying sizes.
The Ma’kri couldn’t give numbers or makes from this range, only detect the mass
of them, but that wasn’t what had shocked the Captain. Also in ‘orbit’ around
the planet was a solid, giant ring some 10-15 miles wide and by no means a
natural occurrence. As the Ma’kri began moving a bit closer the sensors were
able to get more detail, but it appeared that there was a massive, artificially
constructed ‘halo’ around the planet, and one with lines running down to the
surface.


The closer they came the more detail they got, up
until they’d ventured as near as they dared yet still in high orbit, but it was
close enough to get ship counts and see the construct for what it was. The
previously smooth ring was not so pristine on inspection, but rather a lumpy
jumbled assortment of niches and pylons that housed partially constructed ships
of massive size. As they lazily flew by the closest approach in their slingshot
orbit they saw several invokers under construction, along with slots that
appeared to be building assault pillars and their massive cargo ships.


Others were constructing their jumpships and no less
than 7 additional models that Star Force had not seen to date, nor had gained
intelligence on from Kara’s computer and memory raids. There was no way to tell
if they were warships or not, but it was clear that the lizards had constructed
a mindboggling shipyard that ringed the entire planet and was no doubt the
source of the swarm-like fleets sitting nearby.


The lines that connected the ring down to the planet
were obviously orbital tethers, something that Star Force had experimented with
early on then abandoned in favor of dropships. It seemed the lizards had found
a use for them, and if Kara’s instincts were right they were hauling massive
amounts of resources up from the planet round the clock, and given that each
one was nearly a mile wide there had to be multiple shafts inside to run who
knew how many lifts.


Other than the Nexus grid points this was the biggest
feat of engineering Star Force had ever seen, and the fact that it was the work
of the lower tech level lizards only underscored how innovative, bold, and
devious they were…not to mention industrious. This ring shipyard had to be
capable of producing more warships than all the slips in Star Force combined. 


Kara guessed that the cruiser slips were interior
ones, for the bulk of the ships in orbit were of that make, but there was also
a disproportionately high number of battleships, dreadnaughts, and other larger
vessels, with facilities like this no doubt being their primary source of
fabrication. Already Kara was thinking of ways to attack or sabotage the thing,
but it was so massive that there was literally no easy way to do it. Even if
she smuggled several dropships’ worth of explosives onto it she’d only make a
dent in the thing, leaving virtually all of it intact and operational.


She had no clue how she was going to mess with it, but
right now that wasn’t going to happen anyway. This was a pure recon run and
they’d already got further than she’d thought they’d get, so it was time to
move on, look some more, then get the hell out of here before they pressed
their luck to the limit.


Keeping well clear of the planet the Ma’kri made a
light jump across to the next planet in the system and traveled around the full
circuit, always going slow and braking high up where there should have been no
trouble. They found several other worlds fully inhabited by the lizards,
including three airless ones that were no doubt mining operations to assist in
feeding the shipyard ring. Kara wished they could turn their own active sensors
on, for she knew they were missing a wealth of information, but it wasn’t worth
the risk. Already the planetary tracking sensors were hitting their hull
lightly and being absorbed, but any closer or even a twitch from their own
actives would give them away.


But they didn’t need actives to see the ship counts
around each of the planets they passed near. There were literally millions of
ships in the system, a mix of warships and transports and who knew what else
with all the unfamiliar designs, but it was clear that this system was on a
development level far beyond any they’d come across before, making this a whole
new ball game and confirming the fears the trailblazers had had about the
strength of the lizards…with Kara only now beginning to understand how patient
their enemy was.


With the exception of the Skarrons the lizards were
almost lazily conquering their tiny slice of the galaxy, picking off easy
targets and working over those more difficult ones with successive hikes in
ship count and resources, but not overwhelming targets with the gigantic hammer
of a fleet before her. They were biding their time and expanding while keeping
their true power held back and out of view of others, giving them perhaps a
hope of surviving when they had none. It was simply a matter of time and a
waiting game, with the lizards watching, learning, and growing stronger as
their second and third tier troops did all the fighting.


Star Force had noted that the lizards were not taking
that strategy with the Skarrons, and from the intel
reports they were getting, which they knew were incomplete, there was a steady
flow of ships coming out from the core and ramming straight into Skarron
territory…and now Kara knew from where they were coming. There was no doubt in
her mind that there were other ring shipyards like this one in the other core
systems, which numbered about 40 as far as she’d been able to deduce, and for
every fleet they monitored heading for the Skarrons there must have been ten
times that going in that they were unaware of.


Already the lizards had carved out a huge chunk into
the Skarrons’ expansion region in previously Nestafar space, but instead of
pushing out laterally the lizards were driving forward like a spear in the
giant empire. Kara thought she now knew why, for the lizards had to have
learned from captured ships or recovered debris of the size of the Skarron empire and realized that this was a foe they could not
overrun nor play the waiting game with. 


Up until now she didn’t think the lizards had a chance
of beating the Skarrons, not on the whole, but now she wasn’t so sure. Granted,
lizard territory was still vastly smaller, and that meant less resources
available for them to use, but with the aggressive way they were going at the
Skarrons and pretty much ignoring everyone else, figuratively speaking, she got
the feeling they sensed a worthy opponent and were going at them hard before
they had a chance to realize the threat from the rim for what it was.


Then again this was the lizards, who always seemed to
have something up their sleeve that you didn’t know about, but the spear of
systems they were attacking and taking away from the Skarrons hadn’t made any
sense to her until now, and she would have bet a million credits they were
pushing towards a high level Skarron system further inside their territory,
intent on knocking it out and weakening the entire region around it so they
could move forward and gobble up the pieces. 


Hit the stronghold and the systems that relied upon it
would wither, and now Kara saw that the lizards had the might
to possibly pull that off. She didn’t know for sure because Star Force hadn’t
probed into Skarron territory to see what their strongholds looked like and
they weren’t going to. Heading further towards the galactic core was banned
because they didn’t want to increase the odds of word getting back to the
V’kit’no’sat of their existence. That meant Beta Region was as far in as they
were willing to go, or maybe out to Achkor where the Voku were, but no further.


The Hycre had been going though, and monitoring what
they could of the lizard/Skarron war, and from that Star Force was getting most
of its intel, but in order to get to the ‘spearhead’ the lizard core fleets had
to pass through or around what used to be Calavari territory, and that’s where
Star Force was monitoring and ambushing what they could, though they weren’t
stupid enough to try and hit one of the mega-sized fleets moving through.


Kara’s Ma’kri made it through seven planetary peeks
before their luck ran out at the 8th, and as soon as they came out of their
microjump in high orbit they were hit with a much higher intensity sensor scan
than the other planets had had, with their armor not being able to absorb all
of it. After only 9 seconds there was activity in the nearby ship ‘clouds,’
making it obvious that they’d been noticed.


“Full sensor scan for 20 seconds then run like hell,”
Kara ordered, wanting to get a quick peek as long as they were here. “Capacitor
charge?”


“23%,” the navigator replied.


“Damn.”


“Hop around or try a stellar run?” the Captain asked.


“There’s no time to play games, they’ve got too many
ships in play. Take us to the star, indirect route, but make it quick…and go
dark when we make the jump,” Kara said, tapping her short fingernails against
her teeth in frustration. They shouldn’t have been detected because the
tracking systems around the planets were nowhere near as powerful as those
around the star. Why this planet was different she didn’t know, but they’d
jumped right into the beams like a bunch of newbs and
now they had to run before they were hunted down, and with so many ships
available that wouldn’t be hard to do. 


They could hide in the system, for sure, just by using
their binary drives and going out beyond the furthest planet where the lizards
couldn’t follow, but they couldn’t make an interstellar jump from out there.
That meant they had to come back in in order to jump out…and give the lizards
time to set up ambushes for them and you were as good as dead in a system packed
this full of warships. That meant Kara had to get her ship out of here before
they had a chance to set up, and with the ship’s capacitors not fully charged
they couldn’t make the same sneak jump as before because they needed more
gravity intensity to make up for the less available power…and that meant
getting a lot closer to the star. 


“Damn,” she whispered a moment before they made their
emergency microjump, pulling on multiple planets to get the necessary line
given how they were out of position for a natural jump. With the active sensors
engaged briefly the hologram of the planet they were fleeing gleamed with
detail, most of which Kara missed as the two
massive rings around the planet caught her attention, previously obscured in
the mass of ships and stations surrounding a world that was half ocean, half
land…with that land covered with lizard infrastructure from shore to shore.


Then the active feeds cut out as they made their jump,
moving over to another planet and pulling a similar navigational feat to come
out of it near the stellar jumpline. They didn’t bother opening up the active
sensors again, for if there was a chance they could make a quick bounce off the
planet’s gravity without being detected then Kara wanted that advantage. The
sensor intensity was not so strong here so there might have been a chance they’d
accomplished that bit of sneakiness, but the Ma’kri didn’t stick around long
enough to find out, making a second microjump at much greater speed 3 seconds
later, just long enough to store up a bit of energy without lowering the main
capacitor charge. 


Doing the math en route, they determined how close
they needed to get in order to make the interstellar jump at decent speed and
picked their destination system…an empty star that was on the other side of a diffuse
nebula, but one that she knew the Ma’kri’s shields
could protect them from. It was the best option without taking the time to
bounce around the system to a preferable jumpline, and Kara had the feeling
that if they stayed any longer than necessary their odds of surviving this were
going to diminish drastically.


When they came out of their microjump they had to
position around the star slightly, meaning lateral movement that wasn’t speedy.
Kara had them dip into the main capacitor a bit to reduce their time in the
system, but when they came around to their jumpline they could see a cluster of
lizard ships forming up in blockade formation across it, with many more
hurrying in on different trajectories.


Luckily they were further in on the line than where
the Ma’kri was heading, suggesting that for the moment they weren’t being
picked up on sensors…or at least the lag hadn’t transitioned back yet to the
receivers, and from the receivers to the lizards in charge who then had to
issue new deployment orders. They didn’t know the Ma’kri could make jumps
further out, so from their point of view they were quickly bottling up the
system along all available jumplines so they couldn’t get out.


Kara cursed herself for burning this new advantage right
off the bat, but there was no other choice. They had to make this outer jump,
and when the lizards saw them do it, even if on replay weeks later when they
scanned every bit of sensor records they had, they’d learn Star Force had a
greater jump range and not make the same mistake twice.


As the Ma’kri got into position the capacitors that
held an enormous amount of energy for nearly instantaneous release into the
gravity drives opened up and channeled their power into producing the repulsion
necessary against the somewhat weaker field to get them up to speed,
accelerating and shooting them out of the system on what would otherwise have
been a normal/slow jump. That wasn’t altogether a bad thing, for it would
reduce the power required of the shields to protect them from the thin nebula
by decreasing the collision speed with the widely spaced molecules.


But they wouldn’t get there for days, during which
Kara was going to go over every bit of the sensor recordings they’d collected.
She didn’t think they’d be back here anytime soon, nor did she think they could
assault the system unless the lizards left it underdefended,
and even then it’d be one hell of a battle if Star Force brought a massive
fleet of drones with it.


No, right now this system was beyond their ability to
hit, let alone take, but at least they knew where it was, and potentially
someday down the road that would allow them to set up a backdoor attack on
those ring shipyards to knock out a significant part of the lizards’ ship
production capability…if she could figure out how to take them down. 


That was a mental exercise she spent a considerable
amount of her time on during the return trip to the ADZ and still she had no
answers by the time they got back, with Kara filling in the others as to what
she’d found before heading back out again.
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June 9, 2657


Unnamed System
(Skarron territory)


Regional Capitol



 

The lizard invoker broke off from its escorts, dipping
lower in orbit and carrying its rainbow energy arcs around it like a giant
shield that obscured view of most of the massive ship. Leaving the cruiser
shield that had been running interference for it, one of the 28 centerpieces of
the lizard invasion quickly moved towards one of the Skarrons’ massive orbital
defense platforms that was even now targeting another invoker with a mass of
heavy lachars and rail gun slugs that were penetrating the destructive cocoon
and making hull impacts.


The other invoker was nearly into physical contact
range, with its energy arcs ripping through Skarron ships that had positioned
themselves in the path of the big ship to slow it down, for their plasma
couldn’t touch the hull given the range of the energy arcs, leaving it little
more than spit by the time it reached the ship, and most didn’t, for the
fluctuating rainbow scattered the plasma where it collided with them.


Already massive hull breaches were occurring on the
other invoker, but it didn’t pull back. The station it was closing on had
already been damaged by an assault pillar that had since been destroyed, with
the attacking ship being the smaller of the two. The Skarron double orb-shaped
construct was larger than both the invoker and assault pillar combined and was
one of six defending the heavily populated Skarron planet. The lizards knew if
they could take this one out now it would save a lot of their smaller ships
later, hence they were tearing at it and willing to sacrifice their bigger
ships if necessary in the tradeoff.


But they weren’t stupid, and seeing that the invoker
wasn’t going to get the job done on its own the other closest nearby abandoned
its fleet to destruction in order to join up with the other, making the tiniest
of microjumps down to the defense station and moving through a scattering of
defensive ships, none of which could do anything to stop the giant chess piece.
It came in on the opposite side from the other invoker, which was now close
enough that its energy arcs were eating through the outer layers of the station
while in turn it was also getting pummeled with plasma that was making it
through the gaps where the energy arcs disappeared on contact with the hull.


The second invoker came in so close it looked like it
rammed the far side of the station, but in truth the hulls never touched. The
energy field did and vaporized hull plating like a glowing hurricane that slowly
moved in closer and closer, consuming more material and literally eating away
at the station. Between the two of them the invokers focused on the narrow mid
section of the station until their energy arcs finally met up and they cut the
station in half.


The first invoker, now heavily damaged, moved into the
gap and began to eat at the upper orb from the interior where there were no
weapons to damage it while the other pulled out and headed for the relief fleet
pouring towards the station. The Skarron ships had just finished mopping up a
lizard formation higher in orbit and were now coming down to hit the bigger
ship, with dozens of juggernauts in the mix that began sniping the invoker from
range with their lachars. 


If the invoker allowed that to occur it was doomed to
a slow death, so it accelerated towards the incoming enemy, buying time for the
other one to eat away and finish off the two halves of the station from the
inside out. The juggernauts immediately withdrew, knowing they’d be no match
for the lizard ship up close, and the other Skarron ships went with them,
bullied away by the invoker that could not catch the quicker ships.


All over orbit there were literally hundreds of naval
battles taking place, with the lizards having brought their largest fleet to
date to assault the Skarron’s most rimward regional capitol. This was the first time the
lizards had assaulted a civilian planet, with all others involved in the war
being pure military civilizations. The one below them now was the source of the
soldiers that continually kept flowing out to the front, and if knocked out
would diminish the Skarrons’ ability to counterattack with any longevity.


But it was going to cost them greatly, for the system
was more heavily defended than any other they’d taken. That was expected, for
the lizards had recovered computer data from damaged Skarron vessels that
included strength analysis and maps of Skarron territory, highlighting this
system as the central strongpoint supporting the rest of the region. Below them
there were over 15 billion Skarrons and 120 billion of their slave races, all
of which were reproducing regularly to supply them with new troops.


There were other worlds similar to this one further
into Skarron territory, but their troops and resources were being funneled
through here en route to the fronts, making this the sweet spot and weak point
of this tiny piece of the Skarrons’ giant empire. The Skarrons knew it as well,
which was why they’d built the enormous defense stations and had a slew of ship
varieties the lizards had never encountered before guarding the system. They
intended to hold this strategic point and the lizards intended to take it away
from them, resulting in an apocalyptic naval battle that was seeing carnage
inflicted to both sides.


The invoker moved through as many debris fields as it
did intact ships as it continuously chased away incoming fleets seeking to aid
the still operation halves of the defense station. Less and less weaponsfire
was coming from them over time as the other invoker slowly chewed apart their
innards, but that was a slow process considering their sheer size and meant the
other invoker had to either come in very close to aid or keep its distance to
avoid the lachars and, more importantly, the rail gun slugs, both of which
would pass right through the energy fields and hit the hull with nearly maximum
effect.


The Skarrons had learned early on that the invokers
had a weakness in that their energy fields needed prolonged contact to inflict
massive damage, racking up power being poured into a target to superheat and
vaporize it, meaning that fast moving objects could pass through with only
minor damage. That was why there were hundreds of new rail gun-armed warships
in the system that had not yet made their way to the front, but that had been
designed specifically to fight the invokers.


So far none of them had made their way to the bisected
station and the pair there, but they were elsewhere hunting the others while
they in turn were using their cruiser swarms to corral the Skarron fleets into
positions where they couldn’t easily redeploy…then the invokers would come
through the masses and run right into them, making almost instantaneous kills
on contact.


The Skarrons were likewise responding with their own
monster ships, far larger than the invokers, that were heading directly for the
lizard cruiser swarms and peppering them with plasma and lachars with such
intensity that they were eating through them almost like the invokers were
eating through the Skarrons’ smaller ships, though not with such a spectacle.
The Skarrons’ Titans were smaller
than the invokers, barely a third of their size, but covered in so much plasma-resistant
armor that the lizard cruisers could barely scratch them short of hitting them
with thousands of ships…which the Skarron escort warships sought to disrupt
long enough for the titans to do their job.


The outer invoker, doing its job to scare off the
small fleets that came nearby eventually was overwhelmed when three groups of
planetary defenders joined up and hit it with all ‘small’ scale ships, though
for the Skarrons none of their ships were what most races considered to be
small. Taking a page out of the lizards’ play book six of the Cruiser-class warships went kamikaze,
accelerating up to considerable speed and plunging into the rainbow vortex
around the invoker.


Their shields went down almost instantaneously, with
their hulls being stripped off their superstructure before they made it all the
way through, but the mass of the innards of the ships survived and plowed into
the invoker like slow, giant rail gun slugs. Within seconds the amount of
energy arcs dipped by about 20%, leaving some bigger holes in the field that
the other Skarron ships then began trying to target, often with their plasma hitting
and being dispersed by the erratic arcs that seemed to defy prediction.


In order to get close enough for the plasma hits to
really register those ships had to enter the kill zone, but when they did they
all did, and like a coordinated swarm of bees they all stung the invoker
simultaneously and from multiple angles. The mass of ships looked like someone
had snuffed out the bright candle for a moment as their hulls ate up and
stopped the energy arcs from cascading from one emitter to another, then there was
a massive series of explosions as the Skarron ships were ripped apart, sending
debris out in all directions like confetti.


But there were enough ships that didn’t get hit, with
the dying ones shielding them from the energy arcs, that they were able to pound
the invoker with clear lines of fire, targeting the emitters and crippling the
lizards’ primary weapon. Some arcs returned and hit more ships, killing or
disabling them but it wasn’t enough. Soon the rest of the emitters were down
and the big ship was just a giant target.


Knowing it was doomed it accelerated, plowing into the
Skarrons that didn’t move out of the way. Below it the other invoker pulled
back from the half of the station that it was almost now buried inside and
moved away, taking some more fire as it came within the targeting lines of the
intact batteries on the station’s hull but those didn’t really matter, it just
had to get clear as the doomed invoker rushed in on its own kamikaze run and
rammed the lower orb.


The big white structure visibly dented as the invoker
buried itself inside, then the concussive force caused that orb to bump into
the other drifting nearby, adding to the damage the first invoker had already
caused. As that damaged chess piece ran up higher in orbit with defensive
cruiser screens rushing down to defend it, the Skarron defense platform showed
only a handful of defensive weapons still online, meaning that the severed and
now otherwise wrecked but still massive structure was essentially out of the
fight.


The lizards had achieved their objective and now the
area where it had held dominance was free for them to move through and engage
the roaming Skarron fleets.


Similar drastic tactics were required to remove the
other giant defense stations from orbit, but with great cost to themselves the
lizards succeeded in killing them all and turning the rest of the assault into
a more or less ‘normal’ engagement. They made sure to stay away from the
atmosphere and extreme low orbit, but eventually the Skarron warships retreated
there, into the firing range of their surface defenses, and created a
stalemate.


The lizards waited, knowing that going down there
would have been needless suicide, so they took possession of orbit and hunted
down and destroyed all the damaged Skarron ships and took out their remaining
orbital infrastructure in the coming weeks, taunting the remaining Skarron
fleet to come out after them but they wisely wouldn’t. Even without the handful
of big chess pieces that had survived, the lizards had the remaining Skarron
ships outnumbered, so a naval fight to try and save infrastructure that they
knew they couldn’t protect would serve no purpose.


But on the other hand the lizards didn’t have anywhere
near enough ships to assault the planet itself and the Skarrons knew it, so
they preferred to preserve their remaining ships and see if the lizards were
stupid enough to press a surface attack.


The stalemate that resulted would last 9 months, with
most of the Skarron ships entering the system unaware of the assault being hunted
down and destroyed before they could make an emergency jump back out or race
down to the planet past the blockade, but eventually the second lizard fleet
arrived as planned, now augmented with data returned from the initial assault
and the ground troop transports that had been missing from the first assault
fleet.


The big chess pieces were not present here, merely
jumpship after jumpship carrying an insane number of cruisers that filled orbit
with hundreds of thousands of ships that waited patiently. The troop transports
stayed back at higher orbits, biding their time, then when the moment was right
the cruiser swarms descended into the atmosphere and took on the remaining
warships, surface batteries, and anti-air capable walkers all at once, counting
on their numbers to give the defenders too many targets to shoot at, leaving
other ships free to become slayers.


It was a tactical move that no trailblazer would ever
consider pulling, for the lizards lost almost their entire fleet in the
following 6 hours, leaving two assault pillars, a damaged invoker, and a light
defensive cruiser screen around the troop transports as all that remained aside
from a few hundred of the ships that had descended into the atmosphere and
lived to tell of it. Most of those were damaged and only partially operational,
but 54 of them had somehow come through the maelstrom untouched and were now in
a position of impunity, for all of the Skarrons’ walkers, warships, and surface
missile batteries had been eliminated, leaving them with nothing to defend
themselves with.


With those handful of cruisers scouring the planet
looking for any defenses that might have been overlooked or quiet, the troop
jumpships began disgorging landing transports that brought the lizard armies to
the ground, and without any walkers to oppose them their tanks reigned supreme
in the ground battles that would follow, with cruiser fire support added where
necessary. The Skarrons did have their aerial forces more or less intact, but
in those troop transports came the lizards’ wisp swarms as well, which flooded
the skies and kept the Skarron fighters occupied long enough for the ground
troops to do their work over the coming 2 years.


The aerial war proved to be a stalemate, but it was a
stalemate that gave the ground troops the opportunity to press their advantage.
Before all was said and done a few walkers popped up that they had to contend
with, either having been incomplete before the initial attack or down for
maintenance. Those made things difficult, but with cruiser assistance they were
eliminated and the slaughter of the civilian population continued well past the
last of their military succumbing.


During the first year of major ground battles a
dribbling of lizard naval reinforcements would come into the system, shoring up
the meager defenses there with the assault pillars being redeployed elsewhere.
The damage invoker stayed, mainly due to the fact that its gravity drives
weren’t fully functional, but in large part the lizards’ hold on the system was
extremely tenuous. Unfortunately for the Skarrons this was the regional hub,
and there were no other nearby strongholds to reinforce them from. 


The lizards knew the Skarrons might respond with a
huge force from further inside their territory, but figured it would take a
considerable number of years before that counterattack would come. Instead of
building up the defenses of their captured regional capitol they chose to sack
it, destroying the entire population and then moving on to trash every bit of
infrastructure they could, with that being a tall order given the dense
cityscape that covered the planet.


It would be 3 years before the counterattack would
come, and it would come like a hammer blow, easily killing the defense fleet in
the system and eradicating the ground troops the lizards still had on planet,
but while the invaders hadn’t seen fit to try and keep their razed conquest,
they had been devoting incoming ships and resources to the surrounding systems
that no longer had their stronghold to receive reinforcements from. Those
systems saw heavy fighting and one loss after another for the Skarrons, with
the lizards once again focusing on claiming a large number of lesser systems
rather than trying for a handful of big prizes.


The regional capitol was no
longer a threat and didn’t interest them. It was now just a wrecked,
uninhabited planet, and if the Skarrons wanted to rebuild it they could, but
they’d be starting from scratch. The region around that system was quickly
falling into the lizards’ hands, and even as the massive relief fleet moved
about to target some of those fallen systems it couldn’t get to them all. The
lizards would suffer heavy losses where it did go, but would retain so many
other new conquests that the tradeoff was worth it logistically down the road.
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July 5, 2657


Aeryn System (beyond
the ADZ)


Point 14



 

It had taken them nearly 15 months of travel, but
finally the Hevmaj jumpship arrived at the Star Force system and the small race
of bipeds were not disappointed with what they found. The system itself was
devoid of any habitable planets, but what the grand empire had built here was
beyond comparison…for they had created their own tiny worlds. Multiple metal
spheres sat in orbit around the native lifeless worlds, cementing Star Force’s hold
on the location that was emanating out their power to the surrounding region of
space.


The Hevmaj had never encountered the empire before but
word of their deeds had spread far across the galaxy, traveling some 80
lightyears to a cluster of systems known as the ‘Benoid’ to the races that
inhabited it. They were a loose coalition of friendly neighbors that occupied 7
systems, all of which were no more than 4 lightyears apart from one another, creating
shorter spacelanes than what the surrounding region had and allowing the Hevmaj
and 9 other races to stay in contact and trade with one another. 


But word of the huge menace that was gobbling up
system after system had also spread to the Benoid, with the warning that they
were also in its eventual path. At first the Hevmaj had dismissed the rumors,
but then another race with which they were familiar, a more advanced one that
they both respected and trusted had confirmed the existence of the
Li’vorkrachnika and the unbeatable threat that they posed. Race after race and
world after world was being taken and destroyed with no one seeming to be able
to stop them.


This terrified the Benoid, but given that it was still
a distant threat they had time to think and worry, looking for something to do
and realizing that there was no way that they were going to be overlooked as
some others had attested to being. They were smaller races than what the Benoid
contained, meaning they had no chance of being passed by when the
Li’vorkrachnika spread out to them.


It wasn’t until several years later that the Benoid
started to hear rumors of some races putting up a fight and living to tell
about it. Searching out those rumors with a passion they later learned of the
ADZ…a sanctuary where many races had fled where the Li’vorkrachnika could not
go. That sanctuary was protected by an empire called Star Force, a name that
would soon be spreading to many races around the Benoid.


It wasn’t until Star Force had set up a distant
outpost specifically to block the Li’vorkrachnika’s
advance to the region where the Benoid was located did the Hevmaj even consider
trying to contact them, but with more and more reports of worlds falling
despite the protected regions that Star Force was patrolling the Benoid looked
to be on the eventual hit list regardless of how long they were delayed.


The Hevmaj and the other races in the Benoid boasted a
very high population and did not have the option of evacuating, nor did they
have anywhere to go, so a solution had to be devised locally. With it becoming
clear that they couldn’t protect themselves they sought contact with their more
distant neighbors…from whom they learned that some of them were entering into
an Alliance with Star Force. Others were outright abandoning their homes to
relocate to their ADZ, and still a few denied the threat existed and chose to
do nothing.


The Benoid couldn’t evacuate and they weren’t stupid
enough to let themselves become deluded to the point where they could think
they were safe, so the Hevmaj took their fastest jumpship and loaded it up with
supplies and their finest diplomatic delegation, then shot it off towards the
location of the distant Star Force outpost in the hopes of securing some form
of help.


Now they were here, sitting in orbit around an unknown
planet next to one of the Star Force’s giant metal worlds…and they were not
alone. There were ships from many races here, all of whom were welcomed as
visitors. The Hevmaj were no different and granted movement privileges the
moment they entered the system, with the traffic controllers being a bit
surprised when the Hevmaj answered their multi-lingual hail in their native
English, for the Hevmaj had acquired knowledge of the language from traders and
spent the majority of their year-long trip studying it intently, along with whatever
other information they had gathered about the Star Force previously.


Securing a diplomatic contact wasn’t difficult either,
for it seemed that this location served as an embassy to the local region. The
Hevmaj had several discussions over the comms during
the following weeks until finally one of the Star Force representatives asked
to meet with them in person. Unfortunately the Hevmaj could not live within the
oxygen atmosphere on the artificial world, but the Star Force agreed to send
their representative over to their jumpship instead.


The short, fury Hevmaj waited in the landing bay
during the atmospheric cycling, with the big heavy doors keeping the ship’s
atmosphere in while the outer ones closed and the new atmosphere flooded in
around the Star Force ship. Once all was balanced out the inner doors opened
and the Hevmaj trotted out on their stubby legs, getting halfway across the bay
when the boarding ramp on the Star Force ship opened up and a tall alien walked
down it, passing through a shimmering barrier and onto their deck.


They couldn’t see what it looked like, for it was
covered head to toe in armor. That wasn’t unexpected, given that it couldn’t
breathe the Hevmaj’s atmosphere either, but it still
left the little aliens curious and all the more intimidated by the giant’s
presence.


“I am told you speak English?” it asked through an
external speaker on the helmet.


“Wee du,” one of them
responded.


“I am Brendan-JK804-78 of Canderous, a subsect of Star Force given possession of and the duty to
defend this system. I will be your diplomatic liaison.”


“Wee wulcum
yu tu ar
sheep,” the Hevmaj said with their odd but understandable dialect. “Wee ar heer
tu ahk yur
hellp.”


“Help in what way?” the Canderian
asked, holding their first conversation right there on the hangar deck of the
primitive jumpship as he gazed down on the little fury aliens that looked like
they couldn’t stand up to a stiff breeze. 


“Wee spec fur ta Benoid. Tin
raices in tutal. Wee ahk tu jun
yur impir.”



 

“Quiet as always,” Davis commented as Greg walked up
the staircase and into his office while the Director had his back to him and
was standing staring out his panoramic window at the early morning sunrise over
Atlantis.


“Archons don’t like to make noise,” the trailblazer
answered as he walked up to him. Davis turned around and sat down, so Greg did
likewise opposite him as the slightly older man pulled up a holographic display
of statistics.


“I need your advice. These are the latest batch of
diplomatic requests coming in from outside the ADZ. As always there are races
asking for territorial slots or outright amnesty, but there’s a new trend
developing,” he said, pointing to a specific part of the hologram.


Greg looked it over, seeing a host of races he wasn’t
familiar with along with a few names he’d come across before. “I didn’t realize
there were so many.”


“I haven’t given any of them a decision yet, though
some have been waiting several years with the communications lag and all. Your
thoughts?”


Greg rubbed his hairless chin, studying the list but
with his mind wandering elsewhere. “Tricky. We know we can’t stick to our
existing borders for it will allow the lizards to grow too large, but we also
can’t expand far enough to stop them,” he said, telekinetically tapping a few
buttons on Davis’s desk and bringing up a map that had the various locations of
the requests highlighted. Most were coming in from beyond Epsilon and Gamma
Regions, putting them on the far side of the ADZ where the lizards hadn’t
gotten to yet, but a few were above beyond Delta Region and one was even in the
gap between Beta and the Voku at Achkor.


“An endless mental back and forth for me. I was hoping
you could offer another angle before you head out again.”


“Do they understand what joining Star Force means?”


“Most do, the others I’m having educated. So far only
one has canceled their request.”


“Switched over to a territorial slot?”


Davis smiled. “Yes. They along with a lot of others
think that having a colony in the ADZ to fall back to when the lizards get to
them is the smart play, and that’s also beginning to become a trend.”


“What would you prefer to do?” 


“I want to play it safe and creep out our borders, but
I also don’t want to turn down requests for help…and races wanted to join us
rather than just freeload I’m eager to incorporate.”


“You’re worried they’re too far away and we don’t have
the resources to incorporate them all as quickly as needed?”


“And we can’t spare any trailblazers to oversee the
conversion,” Davis added.


“There are enough others that can fill that void now,”
Greg said dismissively. “Are any of these guys big enough to warrant one of
us?”


“No. They’re small, primitive, and pretty much
helpless. A few exceptions, but nothing beyond the Lacvamat.”


“And moving them in isn’t an option?”


“They want to retain their current worlds if possible,
and we don’t have the resources to throw around to create brand new ones for
them here. We need to utilize their existing infrastructure if this is going to
be a possibility.”


“And that takes us far beyond the Sentinel line.”


“That is my concern.”


“We’ve been having similar discussions,” Greg said,
leaning back in his chair. “Without another major ally there’s only one way to
stop the lizard advance in this region,” he said, pointing to the lower part of
the galactic plane that held neither lizard nor Skarron territory. “And that’s
to expand drastically.”


“Logistically that isn’t feasible in the short term,”
Davis reminded him.


“And the larger we push our borders the more
vulnerable we are,” Greg added. 


“And the more visible.”


The trailblazer sighed. “I know, but it looks like
we’re all that’s standing in the lizards’ way. Sooner or later we’re going to
have to make a choice. Turtle up and survive or take on a larger role in the
expanded region.”


“And become the Nexus?”


“The similarity is worth noting, given that we can’t
put the density of colonies into that vast of an area like we’ve done here. The
ADZ is huge enough, trying to assert control over an area dozens of times
larger is going to be…well, this is why we haven’t made any recommendations
yet.”


“For the sake of argument, suppose we asserted domain
over this region,” Davis said, using a combination of telekinesis and his fingers
to highlight virtually all of the territory between the ADZ and the Voku, plus
a huge chunk laterally around Epsilon Region. “That won’t contain the lizards.
They’ve got too many other directions to expand into. The only way I can see to
stop them is to kill them all, which we’re nowhere even close to being able to
do.”


“No we’re not,” Greg said with regret.


“So if we can’t beat them, we’d be expanding for what
purpose?”


“To slow them down and to save worlds.”


“I sense a catch somewhere in there.”


“No matter how far we expand there will always be
somebody a little further away that the lizards are going to get. We can’t save
them all, so the question is how far do we push.”


“I hate those questions.”


“As do we.”


“And if we overextend we risk those under our current
protection.”


“That is the current dilemma,” Greg agreed.


Davis shook his head. “Sometimes I find I have to keep
reminding myself that we have an endgame here, because it looks like we’re
already beaten.”


“Not beaten, just not capable of winning. There’s a
difference.”


“It sickens me to see how there are so many places in
the galaxy that are just helpless to defend themselves. Against the lizards,
Skarrons, and whatever other dominant powers are out there. It’s like they’re
just sitting there waiting to be eaten.”


“When you’re at the top the view is a lot more scary.”


“I wish we had someone to turn to, and briefly I had
hoped the Nexus would be that someone, but we lie outside their domain and
they’re suffering from the same problem we are…the galaxy is just too damn
big.”


“That’s why we do what we can and try to not let the
fate of the others drive us insane…to that end, I’d give the go ahead on this
one,” Greg said, pointing to the small dot between the ADZ and Achkor. “I know
our original no-go line was the edge of Beta, but we’ve privately revised that
to reach out to the Voku. They’ve built up that planet so much that we don’t
want to leave them hanging, so we’re going to creep the border out there
eventually. You might as well bring that race, whoever they are, into the fold
now because we’re going to expand around them anyway
down the road.”


“Is that going to be our permanent line or is it going
to keep creeping closer to the core?”


“As much as we don’t like turning a blind eye to
anyone, we’re not setting up any colonies past Achkor. Whether or not we make
raids or put a few clandestine outposts out there is still up for debate, but
those would only reach so far. The mass of Skarron territory is beyond our
reach and will stay that way regardless of how strong we get. That’s a choice
we’ve made and we’re going to stick to it.”


“That gives us one permanent border to work with
then…once we creep out to it.”


“And it gives our enemies worlds that they’re safe on,
meaning we can never fully defeat the Skarrons.”


“I hate even hearing that,” Davis said with a sigh,
“but unfortunately that’s the galaxy we live in. We’ve done well to survive and
grow to the size we have, given everything concerned.”


“And now that the lizards are pushing further into the
core, we can’t go after them there either.”


“You think the Skarrons will let them stay?”


“Not willingly, but I have no idea what their
priorities are or what other opponents they’re tangling with. Most of the intel data we’ve gotten has been local only. We still
haven’t recovered a comprehensive map of their territory.”


“Compartmentalization?”


“That’s been another long, on-going discussion.
Current theory is they’ve got fiefdoms that operate independent from one
another to counteract the lag times given the distance, but who knows.”


“So even if we grew strong enough overnight to defeat
the lizards, they’ve crossed a line into a region where we will not follow?”


“Sounds like something out of the Lord of the Rings,
but yeah.”


“Which leaves our victory rooted in staying alive and
saving as many others as we can?”


“If you’re asking can we militarily expand…the answer
is yes. The question is how much, when, and where.”


“I know a border stretch is impossible, which will
leave us with colonization blips similar to what Canderous is doing, correct?”


“We’ll need to establish strongholds with Sentinel
emplacements, yes.”


“Which leaves reinforcement the issue?”


“I sense a suggestion coming,” Greg said keenly.


“One of the requests,” Davis said, zooming in on a
portion of the map, “comes from a cluster of systems with 10 different races.
They’re practically located on top of each other.”


“I like this,” Greg said immediately after glancing at
the map. “Their proximity would allow a mini version of the ADZ to be built,
though it’d have to be self-supporting and that would take a lot of time…but it
is far enough away from the lizards to potentially have that time.”


“It’d have to be off the grid,” Davis pointed out.


“It’s doable. Not sure if it’s the best use of our
resources, but if you want it we can make it happen.”


“And the others?”


Greg bit his lip. “Hate to say it, but without a link
into the ADZ transit network it’d be a bit of an overreach at this point.”


“Which brings up another item I wanted to discuss with
you. How difficult would it be to establish trade routes beyond the ADZ to link
us to the surrounding regions?” Davis said, bringing up a premade map of what
he was thinking, with numerous finger-like lines reaching out like the branches
on a plant…including one that ran all the way down to Voku territory.”


“You are a bold one,” Greg said, giving Davis credit
for an idea that even the trailblazers hadn’t thought of…at least not to this
extent. “These lines will be vulnerable initially and we’ll have to devote
considerable military presence until they get fortified locally. This isn’t
something we can setup all at once. You’d have to grow these routes out over
time.”


“I assumed as much. Once we get them set up?”


“As far as our scouts have gone we haven’t found
anyone that can challenge us at our current tech level. That’s not saying much,
considering a lot of these routes go beyond our current maps, but so long as
they stay away from the lizards I’d say it’s also doable.”


“Too much?”


“Depends on our long term plans.”


“Which are still in flux.”


“To be honest, we’re going to annex all this region
anyway. We’re just being cautious and not wanting to overextend ourselves,”
Greg said bluntly. “No one else is strong enough to step up to the plate and
we’re not just going to sit back and watch the lizards run rampant.”


“If I’m hearing you correctly, we’re going to settle
on a fixed coreward border to keep from inviting discovery by the V’kit’no’sat,
but we’re going to have to stop worrying about drawing attention to ourselves out
here in the mid rim?”


Greg closed his eyes. “That’s what I do not want to
say.”


“Because there’s no way of knowing what could tip them
off,” Davis said, his thoughts running down a similar path, yet he’d come to a
conclusion about 30 seconds ago that he’d been working towards for centuries.
“The fixed inner border is a necessary decision that I support, but we can’t
let people die that we can save on the possibility of our actions drawing the
V’kit’no’sat here. If we’re truly going to hide then we need to start
evacuating to the rim now and go far beyond the lizards.”


Greg smiled deviously. “You know we’re not going to
walk away from a fight.”


“Agreed, so let’s just admit to the fact that we’re
going to be ourselves and not be handcuffed by what might happen. We’re a long
way from the current V’kit’no’sat border with the Skarrons sitting in between,
and while we can always take one more precaution I say we stop now and get to
work. The inner border will have to be it.”


Greg blew out a slow breath. “I can’t disagree with
that. I wonder if the V’kit’no’sat know the Nexus is out here and don’t care or
just don’t have a clue. The lack of maps suggest the latter, but it still feels
like a gamble.”


“We have an unknowable variable that will remain
unknown until they drop in on our heads. The question is, how are we going to deal with it.”


“I hate to say it but my gut is still uneasy on this
one. We’ve made so much noise already I’m half surprised they haven’t found us.
The size of the galaxy is our greatest advantage, and the bigger we grow the
harder it will be to remain unnoticed.”


“Now this is odd. I find myself more gung ho than an
Archon,” Davis said with some amusement.


“Very odd,” Greg agreed. 


The merriment left the Director’s face as he looked
the trailblazer in the eye. “We can’t leave these people to die,” he said
slowly.


Greg returned his stare. “No…we can’t.”
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March 7, 2658


Gangon System (lizard
territory)


Sevvba



 

Greg sat on an elevated pillar in the command nexus,
having been on station for several hours as he watched the surface assault of
the lizard world with care. None of his ships were down in the atmosphere, but
the H’kar under his command were. Their Destar Conduits were far more efficient
at wrecking unarmored infrastructure than anything Star Force had, and now that
the defense shields were breached on several lizard colonies he’d sent his
allies down to target key facilities to cripple the lizards’ regrowth rather
than trying for wholesale slaughter.


That list of targets was constructed by Greg
personally for each assault, not wanting to leave anything up to chance or his
subordinates, and the H’kar had grown to trust in his judgement and now followed
his orders to the letter. That hadn’t always been the case, but after many
years of fighting side by side with Star Force and learning from them the
number one lesson they’d picked up was that the trailblazers had no equal when
it came to strategy…and the fact that their ships survived more engagements
when one of the Humans was in command.


Greg had already sent down the list of targets, which
spared the lizards main habitation areas and food storage/production facilities
but targeted all other industry and the growth pods. Greg was willing to let
most of the current lizards live, but he couldn’t afford to let them easily
make more, hence the growth pods were always a high valued target. They could
and would rebuild them again after Star Force left, but it would delay them
considerably by not being able to replace their personnel losses in such short
order.


The H’kar had originally argued that if they were
razing lizard colonies that they should kill everyone on the planet, but after
fighting alongside Star Force they’d begun to accept the different strategy
and, whether they agreed with it or not they did adhere to it, which was why
Greg was willing to let them carry out the secondary surface bombardment. He
didn’t have to worry about them going off mission and targeting structures he
hadn’t tagged. That sort of foolishness was not something the H’kar went in
for, and Greg was glad they had a professional ally to work with.


While most of the H’kar battleships, their smallest
ships, were in atmosphere their two behemoths sat nearby Greg’s command ship in
wait. Both H’kar ships were the equivalent of mobile starbases,
capable of a wide range of support tasks but just as well equipped to throw
down the damage at heavy targets…in fact that was the design behind the entire
H’kar fleet, to walk up to a big enemy and punch it in the face. That made them
a heavy hitting race, and so ill-suited to fighting the lizards.


 They didn’t
previously see the value of having smaller warships, though their time with
Star Force was certainly giving them an education. Their
destars were a Nexus upgrade that they’d created for just that purpose,
and essentially being a superlaser that would fire
continuously with no recharge cycle. It was made of a dense photon slurry, but
altered in such a way to artificially bond them together into packets, giving
it much more kill power than any traditional laser could conceivably throw out
regardless as to how much power you put into it.


Typically one of the H’kar battleships would move up
close to an enemy and tag it with the destar, keeping the blue-white beam on it
until the ship was destroyed then moving on to the next. When facing off
against a few large ships this worked very well, but with a lizard cruiser
swarm each individual ship didn’t last very long under that level of firepower,
but it took time to target another and the speed at which the cruisers moved
often gave the H’kar gunners trouble.


They could certainly kill a lot of cruisers, but the
same tonnage of ships, when combined into three or four big vessels was much
easier for the H’kar to take down. Spreading it out into fleets of hundreds of
them mean the H’kar had to take weaponsfire for a very long time because no
single crippling shot could be fired.


Add in the fact that each battleship only had 1 destar
and not a lot of support weapons and you had a prime target on their ships for
the lizards to target, often with the H’kar running off with ‘blinded’ ships
that had their destar destroyed. While having a big gun was an advantage in
many circumstances, the mismatch against the lizards proved to be one glaring
problem for the H’kar. Already they were working with Star Force to develop new
warships designed specifically to fight the lizards, but the first prototypes
were several years from completion.


That said, the H’kar fleet was anything but useless.
Originally no H’kar battleship had ever entered the atmosphere of a planet, for
they were built in space and operated in space…up until Liam had convinced them
that they could go planetside and be effective. Now
it was a standard tactic in their joint raids, with their destars being able to
widen the beam and created a paintbrush that could level infrastructure quite
quickly as opposed to the thin cleansing beams that Star Force could hit the
surface with.


Rail guns were also less effective because of their
needle-prick hits. Both weapons had been used to take down the colony shields,
and now Greg had the H’kar moving in to clean up even as he repositioned his
own drone fleet to assault more of the lizard colonies on the planet that had
seen nearly a third of its surface consumed by the invaders. They were in what
had once been Calavari space, though this planet had belonged to the Vesdan, who sadly had not survived the encounter nor were
able to flee from it, given their primitive technology. 


The battle in orbit had been quick, with only a few
dozen cruisers in defense which the much larger joint fleet easily hunted down.
It was good to eliminate them, but the real long term effect was in ridding the
surface of the colonies’ ability to build and sending what they had already
created into the junkyard category.  This
was the third system that Greg had assaulted on this campaign, and in each case
he left the lizards with less than they had originally, setting back their
development in these systems and effectively nullifying their ability to
reinforce or spread to others.


As of now they didn’t have a single starship left in
the system, nor had they advanced to the point of creating an interstellar comm station, meaning that the rest of the lizard empire
was going to be kept in the dark as to what had happened here, and the more
confusion Greg and the others could sow behind enemy lines the better.


Just then the battlemap began to flicker with activity
as a group of incoming jumps registered in planetary orbit a few dozen kilometers
higher in altitude than his command ship currently sat on its lazy orbit around
the planet and several hundred behind its current track.


“Son of a bitch,” he said, mentally sending out an
alert and repositioning those ships closest to him. “Now there’s bad timing for
you.”


An image of the exoskeletal
H’kar commander popped up alongside the battlemap, with the computer handling
the translation given that only a handful of their allies spoke English.


“An ambush?”


“They’re coming from the stellar jumpline, so I’d
guess they were scheduled to arrive here and we just picked a bad time,” Greg
said as the much larger image of an invoker appeared on the battlemap behind a
large mass of cruisers that, almost belatedly began to reform into a screen,
suggesting that they were as surprised by the raiding fleets’ presence as Greg
was to see them here.


The H’kar made an annoying clicking sound that the
computer didn’t bother to translate, but that Greg knew was angry frustration.
“Shall we withdrawal?”


“No, we’re taking this bastard down…so long as there’s
only the one of them.”


“We only have a light fleet and not the tonnage
required to defeat that ship…at least not without great sacrifice.”


“Keep half your fleet on the surface running through
the target list and bring the other half up to me and task them to protect
these ships,” Greg said, mentally tagging every rail gun-equipped drone he had.
“Do not assault the invoker.”


“You cannot take it alone.”


“Your destars are medium
range and will require you to get within the energy arcs, that means you stay
back or get slaughtered.”


“Our behemoths can weather the storm briefly.”


Greg shook his head. “Watch and learn. This isn’t the
first invoker we’ve tangled with. They’re designed to destroy tonnage, so what
you have to do is sting them to death.”


The H’kar commander was silent, then a moment later
his hologram disappeared, but as ordered portions of the fleet assaulting the
surface abandoned their targets and began to gain altitude.


Greg watched carefully as the rest of the lizard fleet
arrived. There were a few bigger ships in the mix, four battleships and one
dreadnaught, but it appeared to merely be an escort fleet for the invoker with
no other ‘chess pieces’ involved. He guessed they were either passing through
the system en route to elsewhere or were using this location as a rendezvous,
for there was nothing here warranting that much firepower.


Greg’s own command ship he was keeping away from the
fight as well. He knew he could dive into the energy arcs if he had to, but the
shields wouldn’t last long enough for him to deliver a killing blow to the
invoker before it started to eat away at his giant donut. No, Liam had taught
him this trick a while back, and it was a drone-only affair. He just hoped the
lizards hadn’t developed a counter for it.


The enemy didn’t hold off, but rather came straight at
the command ship and the two H’kar behemoths, which with their escort fleet
would have made for an even fight. It was odd, given how in the past the
lizards had always wanted to protect their invokers, but now every time they
had a chance to hit one of Star Force’s command ships they took the opportunity
regardless of what it would cost them. They wanted a kill badly, but Greg
wasn’t going to give them a chance today.


Instead he had his rail gun-equipped warships move
into a partial spherical arc around one quarter of the invoker as the cruiser
swarm came out to meet them when it was determined that they were going to hold
range and not let the big ship move within striking distance. By then the H’kar
began to catch up and helped the drones fend off the cruisers, using their
overpowered destars to knock out one gnat at a time, leaving the rest of the
swarm free to poke at the black, rectangular drones.


As they did the rail runs began targeting the invoker
and firing on specific points that Greg gave them. The metallic bullets moved
so fast that they passed through the energy arcs without getting fully
disintegrated, merely a little melty on the outside,
allowing the hard central mass of the slugs to hit the thin shields guarding
the hull of the ship. It took several minutes of pounding, but eventually they
broke through and with enough subsequent hits knocked out a few of the
invoker’s emitters. 


That reduced the amount of energy arcs in that area,
with the invoker immediately beginning to pivot around to bring a more intact
area of the field into the firing line. Greg wasn’t going to have that, so he
had his drones chase the weakened area around the invoker like they were the
horses on a carousel, all the time with the H’kar and other drones protecting
them from the cruisers and the five larger lizard ships that the H’kar eagerly
pursued. 


Those kept trying to retreat to the invoker and draw
the H’kar into range, but every time they poked a few holes in them they’d
disengage, not falling for the bait as they would have once done. Traditional
H’kar strategy held that once you engaged a target you stayed on it until
either it or you were destroyed, but thankfully Star Force had rid them of that
lunacy…at least as far as their raiding fleets were concerned.


The rail gun slugs kept firing, targeting the area
near the emitters despite the fact that sensor locks were nearly impossible
given the disrupting nature of the energy arcs, but the more that were damaged
the more gaps there were in the crisscrossing rainbow lightning field, allowing
more precise plotting and even a few well targeted cleansing beams to shoot
through.


Greg could have had all his cleansing beams open up on
the invoker, including those on the command ship, but he needed those to assist
with destroying the cruisers right now and his own ship had to keep moving to
stay away from the invoker that was still chasing it, with the battlefield
being dragged along wherever it went.


The Star Force and H’kar ships had to keep dancing to
remain in position, but eventually the weak area on the invoker dropped its
energy arcs low enough that Greg gave the go ahead to four of his drones that
were standing by in the back of the battle. As a group they moved through the
lizard swarm and dove towards the energy arcs, with the three cruisers tucking
up against the rear of a shield ship as it deployed its full power to create an
egg-like barrier around the foursome.


Greg had never done this before, but Liam’s notes had
indicated how much the shield ship should be able to take and he’d gone just a
little under that amount to be on the safe side…though the random nature of the
lizards’ weapon defied confident numbers, so he found himself holding his
breath a bit as the remote-controlled ships dove into the field.


He lost track of them on the battlemap briefly, with
the control signals also being disrupted by the energy arcs but with enough
gaps that there was still intermittent contact and control. The shield ship lit
up with damage statistics suddenly, then it and the three cruisers were inside
the energy arcs and into the ‘calm’ center of the hurricane where the hulk of
the ship sat.


Defense weapons began popping plasma at the quartet,
but the three cruisers had come through virtually unharmed and targeted them,
first having to break through the massive ship’s shields with their maulers
before they began picking off the defense batteries and owning a little piece
of the ship as they maneuvered carefully so not to hit the hull or be flung
back out into the energy arcs as the invoker made several abrupt course
changes. 


The drones were the faster and able to stay in their
pocket of calm, and from which they began moving out across the hull, targeting
other defensive weapons before they migrated over to the nearest emitter and slagged it. From there they hit more and more, diminishing
the energy field to the point where the lizards saw the writing on the wall and
decided to run.


The invoker reversed course and moved back to the
stellar jumpline, with the four drones sticking with it and some of the
remaining cruisers following, with the rest staying behind to fight and die as
a diversion. When the invoker got back to the jumpline it deactivated its energy
field and disappeared with a massive surge of acceleration…and with it went the
drones, now out of communications range and acting on preset orders.


Greg didn’t know if they’d do much more damage or not,
but he wanted them pestering the invoker when it arrived at the star. 


A few seconds later his command ship made its own
offline jump, tugging on other gravity wells to get the proper angle as he
intended to beat the invoker to the star, leaving the two behemoths behind with
orders to move in and assist with cleaning up the remains of the enemy fleet
which included the battleships and dreadnaught.


Greg’s navigators had to guess at what altitude the
invoker would come out of its jump, but they got him close. The command ship
arrived some 17 seconds head of the invoker, which lit up its energy arcs again
and one of the cruiser icons pacing it went out, unable to stay or get back
within the hollow in time.


The other two and the damaged shield ship were still
there and now back in remote control range, with several more emitters shown to
have been knocked out during the microjump. Greg’s pilots used them to target a
few more as the command ship chased down the invoker and dove straight into the
now weakened energy arcs, taking the massive hits against its shields and
getting within close firing range.


When that happened the hull of the invoker literally
exploded with weapons impacts. Several emitter pylons were severed by cleansing
beams and the bloon launcher blasted into the hull with multiple hits in the
same location, chewing a crater into it as the command ship enlarged its IDF
field to dangerous levels in order to ensnare the bigger ship and keep it from
jumping out or maneuvering at all.


It was a modification that had been made in the newer
models and had the IDF emitters ramped up to their maximum output, with so much
power flowing through them they were on the verge of burning out, but it had
been approved by the techs and was holding up at the moment, though Greg knew
it wouldn’t last because the field was drawing off of a specific capacitor that
only held so much juice.


But in that short span of time the command ship was
going to rip apart the invoker. The only question was whether they could damage
the internal gravity drives before their nullification bubble popped.


Eventually the command ships’ shields went down and
the hull started taking hits, with several weapons batteries going offline like
the lights of a Christmas tree slowly winking out, but the number of emitters
left on the invoker was diminishing even faster, and before long there were
only a few rainbow tendrils left to damage the Star Force super ship, and those
were having trouble getting through the hull armor, for like the invoker had
done previously Greg was now spinning the giant donut around and taking the
damaged portion out of the line of fire.


With their sensors now back to almost normal, the
cleansing beams began poking deep into specific portions of the hull, reaching
for and hitting some of the gravity drives or their support components, but
they were having to burn through kilometers of ship to get to them, and every
twitch in their firing lines meant more material to get in the way of the
beams. 


Then the IDF bubble expired and the field reverted
back to ship’s size, with Greg waiting to see what would happen. 


A sudden surge of motion tore the invoker away from
the command ship, then it was off on a course around the perimeter of the star,
ostensibly towards a jumpline.


“Damn,” he swore, getting navigational analysis a
moment later that indicated the invoker was off course and headed towards no
known jumpline…as well as drifting out from the star, which would diminish the
gravitational intensity it would need to make an interstellar jump, especially
now without all of its gravity drives to pull on.


Greg smiled and input a chase course to the navigator,
with the command ship making its own jump and catching up to the invoker
without it altering course in response. A quick look at the sensors indicated
that there had been an internal explosion, possibly due to the last microjump,
that had gutted the remaining gravity drives or at least their power sources.


That meant the ship was now dead in the water.


Greg held the command ship back at range and let his
shields recharge, poking the invoker with his cleansing beams and now bloon
launchers since the ship had only a handful of energy arcs to stop them. Some
would get through, he knew, so he didn’t mind spamming the giant ship with them
while the cleansing beams poked the remaining emitters out of existence.


After that happened, he’d move in and finish off the
ship...then have the techs paint a kill marker on the command ship’s hull as
they repaired the damage.
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September 29, 2658


Solar System


Venus



 

Davis’s puddle jumper landed in one of the many
starports in orbit around the planet, nestling up against the wall in a hangar
bay that contained a mix of dropships and larger transports before releasing
him to walk over to a spoke-like concealed tunnel bump that ran across the huge
deck floor. Once inside he walked in safety over to the far wall while more
ship traffic moved about over his head, visible through the clear bubble that
was ringed with bulkhead ridges that he passed through rhythmically. It took a
while to cross the huge bay, but eventually he made his way into what was a
service starport that was off limits to the general public.


The station was huge, like most in the Sol System, but
the Director found his way around easy enough and eventually ended up in an
observation lounge that had false windows relaying realtime camera footage of
the outside of the station showing the planet below and the larger than normal
sun just above the horizon. Inside the lounge were 10 white clad Archons, each
showing a brown stripe running from neckline down to their ankles on the
outside of their casual uniforms, denoting the padawan rank that they all held.


They noticed Davis approaching before he had even come
in the doorway, and all turned to look as the Director entered their little
get-together. 


“You’re late,” Olli-247 teased.


“I’m never late,” Davis said deadpan. “I always arrive
precisely when I mean to.”


“Some last minute instructions I assume?” Victoria-243
asked, sitting on the back of one of the two couches in the room.


Davis shook his head. “More of a pep talk. I know
you’re going to have to improvise on the spot, so there’s little point in
giving you instructions. Have a seat please,” he said as he walked over and
pulled up a loose chair so he could sit in front of the Archons and face them
as they piled into the two couches that held four each, with Victoria and
Dennis-240 sitting perched on the back corners.


“I know this is new for you, more or less,” Davis
began. “Stephan did some work with the Calavari back in the day, but the rest
of you have been focused more on combat and training than dabbling with empire
building. You have all had some experience handling Clan matters, so I wouldn’t
label you as newbs, but I’m here to tell you that’s
basically going to be what you are when you get to the Benoid. I’ve had a lot
of experience dealing with alien races and their various cultures, and every
time I deal with a new one I have to learn again.”


“Granted, there are some similarities in the process
of annexing a race, but it’s not something that can be preplanned. You’re
Archons, you’re the best we have at improvising and Duke Stevenson will bring
with him all the experience and administrative procedures we’ve concocted to
date, but at the end of the day it will be you ten that will be reshaping the Benoid
into a Star Force adjunct and I want to encourage you to take liberties. Lessen
disadvantages and reinforce strengths, like you always do, and make the Benoid
your own.”


“I know you’ve had some chats with the trailblazers
who have done this sort of thing before, but I can tell you that no matter how
much prep work you do you’re still going to have to play it by ear once you
arrive. The language difficulties will be a major problem, as will be
dissenters. There are almost always some, and we saw that with the Kiritas too,
despite their being the most loyal and grateful of all the races we’ve come to
include in Star Force. If I were you I wouldn’t expect the same when you
arrive.”


“When you first tested out for basic training you had
to pass a video game test, proving that you could understand the fundamentals
of working together as a team, and I want this endeavor to be no less. You may
be going to different star systems but I want the Benoid acting as a single
unit. The details of which I’ll leave up to you. It’ll be decades before I get
a strong grid link out to you, so you’re going to have to make do with what
you’ve got on site, and even I don’t know what exactly that will be. The data
files we’ve gotten from the Benoid are sketchy, as you already know.”


“Back in the day I played a lot of video games before
transitioning over to the corporate side, and it should be no surprise that the
ones I favored were civilization building games. I know you guys are far better
experienced in the gaming realm than I am, but I want to draw a parallel here.
You’ll be doing in real life what was called for in the games, and look on it
as such. Right now the Benoid is far enough away from the lizard advance to
give you some time to build, but you are under a countdown, one for which we
don’t know the exact date.”


“Canderous will shield for you as long as they can,
but the Benoid is going to have to become self-sufficient as soon as possible,
and like with some games you only have your handful of ships and personnel to
start with. You’re going to have to incorporate the locals, but do so at a
reasonable pace and don’t put too much on them. You are transforming them into
Star Force, so don’t cut corners and compromise standards for the sake of time.
Use transitional teams if needed, but the Benoid cannot become a Star Force
hybrid, it must be fully Star Force.”


“I don’t say this because I doubt you, I just know
some of the headaches that you’re going to encounter. These races are joining
us out of self-preservation more than anything, so expect resistance when you
drastically start to change their culture. It’s going to be similar to what
Randy and Tom had to deal with when they saved the Kiritas, but my gut says
this is going to include some new challenges. I don’t know what they will be,
that’s something you’ll have to figure out on the spot.”


“Bottom line is there is no training for this, and
even if I was to go myself I’d have to learn and adapt to the conditions
present. So if you find the situation seemingly unworkable don’t fret. Just
take it piece by piece and build out from a fortified position. Even though
you’re on the clock, building a proper transition is of a higher priority.”


“Sounds a bit like double talk, and it is…but it’s
also the reality you face. If this was going to be easy and straightforward I
wouldn’t be sending the 10 of you and a Duke. You’ve got to start from scratch
until I can get the transportation grid extended out to you, and when I do I
expect something useful to feed.”


“Normally a trailblazer would be assigned to a mission
of this importance, but they’re needed elsewhere and this isn’t the only
annexation that we’re undertaking…but it is the largest. It’s also going to be
a proof of concept, to some degree, for the region. If you succeed I imagine
other races will petition us for inclusion as well. Biggest thing I want to
say, in addition to good luck, is that this is the first big stepping stone to
our future expansion and I need you to make it work, even though I have no idea
what that will take.”


“Relax,” Zac-241 said confidently. “You were smart to
assign our old basic team to this. We’re used to brainstorming as a group.
We’ll make this happen.”


“Agreed,” Victoria echoed.


Davis smiled. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”


“And?” Olli asked.


“If it wasn’t for the Ikrid blocks I’d say you were
reading my mind,” Davis commented, impressed with the Archons’ deductive
abilities, for he was fairly sure he wasn’t giving away anything with his
facial gestures. “There’s been a last minute request that I’m stalling until I
get your take. In fact I’m leaving it up to you. This is your mission and I
want you to go with a team you’re comfortable with, so don’t worry about hard
feelings if you don’t want them, but both the Calavari and the Elarioni have
offered their assistance.”


Britt-249 frowned from his position in the middle of
the second couch. “Star Force Elarioni or the independent faction?”


“The independent Elarioni.”


“What the hell do they want in this?”


“When they found out that two of the races in the Benoid
lived on waterworlds it seemed to have piqued their
interest.”


“I already have a handful of Star Force Elarioni in my
team,” Attrick-242 noted, for he was to oversee the annexation of the one fully
aquatic race. “And I thought the other Elarioni were only interested in hiding
out from the V’kit’no’sat.”


“I’ve been noticing a shift in their culture that I
believe has resulted from their connection to the ADZ. While they’ve taken the
hermit role to be sure, they’re linked in with our data grid and are getting a
lot more knowledgeable about the region around them. I think it’s bringing them
out of their fear-induced shell, on top of the fact that they know Humans are
also on the chopping block and we’re not exactly hiding.”


“What’s their angle here?” Britt asked.


“I think they want pull with the other aquatics races.
They don’t seem to care that much about the land dwellers, but they’ve
established significant diplomatic relations with every known aquatics or semi-aquatics
race to come into the ADZ.”


“What type of help are they offering?” Attrick wondered, suspecting more interference than
assistance.


“They want to establish their own colony on Vardeenplis, given that those oceans are uninhabited, and a
resource outpost on Bellot to feed you,” Davis said,
pointing to Attrick, “resources and to assist as an
intermediary learning their language and acting as a bridge between the two.
They also want to share 40% of their collected resources on Vardeenplis
in exchange for the right to set up that colony.”


“Sounds like claim jumpers to me,” Garen-248 scoffed.


“Do you think they’re on the level?” Attrick asked. 


“That thought had occurred to me,” Davis said,
addressing Garen first, “and I think they are.
Consider that, while they’re not part of Star Force they are operating within
our borders as an ally and associate rather than going outside and trying to
set up a fully independent colony. I think they see this new annexation as an
opportunity to expand and play a role in shaping future events.”


“How did they even know about this mission?” Victoria
wondered.


“Any new annexation I make public knowledge. And since
this isn’t a military operation I’ve let the timetable go public as well.”


“How long will we have to delay if we want them to tag
along?”


“You won’t. Both have fleets insystem ready to go
with.”


“Sounds presumptuous,” Wrex-245 accused.


“Not for the Calavari,” Stephan differed. “They
probably saw the timetable and wanted to be in a position to help without
having to delay us. You told them the mission commanders would make the final
call, didn’t you?”


“I did,” Davis confirmed.


“Then that’s just them trying to be as efficient as
possible. Not leverage.”


“And the Elarioni?” Wrex
asked.


Stephan shrugged. “You may have a point there.”


“I’ve made them no promises and they’ve acknowledged
that point. Whether that’s just talk or not is anyone’s guess,” Davis said,
looking from face to face as he tried to judge their reactions. “It’s totally
your call. Do you want a third wheel or not?”


“The Calavari are already Star Force, so they’re not a
third wheel,” Stephan said assuredly. “If no one else wants their help, I’ll be
glad to take it.”


“How many of them are there?” Victoria asked.


“They’ve assembled a team of 1.6 million, mostly
comprised of techs and workers, with enough supply ships to sustain
themselves.”


“Done deal there, I think,” she said, glancing at the
others for confirmation, getting a few nods and telepathic equivalents in
response. 


“I should probably say that the Elarioni are offering
a much larger fleet to the mission and some 22 million personnel.”


Attrick whistled. “That’s
one hell of a colonization effort.”


“And potentially useful if they cooperate,” Stephan
added, “but not to me.”


Attrick looked at
Draven-246. “What do you think?”


“Depends on how willing they are to take orders.
They’ll heavily outnumber us and may think that gives them the right to play
loose with the rules we set down.”


“It is a risk,” Davis agreed, “but I’ve discussed this
with some of the Star Force Elarioni that transferred over and they seem to
think the offer is legitimate and would be very useful.”


“What does Ariel think?” Attrick
asked.


“If she hadn’t okayed it I
wouldn’t be bringing it to you guys.”


“That’s good enough for me,” Attrick
said satisfied.


“Same here,” Draven agreed. 


“Alright then,” Davis said, clapping his hands
together once, “that’s done. So now to the big question.”


The ten Archons looked at him for a moment, getting
some weird looks on their faces when he didn’t say anything…then Davis laughed
once, breaking his straight face. 


“Nah, there’s nothing. Just messing with you. Get
going,” he said, motioning towards the door, “do your thing.”


Victoria blew out a breath in a half laugh as she
swung herself off the couch top, standing up. “Punked
by Davis. That’s a first.”


“See you in 50,” Britt said to the Director with a two
fingered salute as they got up off the couches and headed out, with Attrick lagging behind a bit and giving Davis a curious
stare.


“Problem?”


“You did that to check and see if we’d found a way
around the Ikrid blocks.”


The air in Davis seemed to go out, with his facial
features sagging a bit. “And I thought I had an answer.”


The Archon smirked as he casually headed towards the
doorway. “Learn to live with doubt.”


Davis stayed on his chair, back to the wall ‘window’
and watched him leave, then slowly shook his head in dismay. Somehow the
Archons could always read him, and it’d become his private little war to find a
way to hide whatever cues he was giving away and from time to time to test the
limits of their awareness.


It certainly seemed like they were reading his mind,
but at times he was able to conceal things from them…or ‘punk them’ as Victoria
had put it. Today was just another datapoint in his
ongoing quest to try and figure out the riddle of the way their minds worked,
and he had a feeling it was going to take him another hundred years or so
before he made any real progress.


Davis returned the chair to its original position and
headed back to the landing bay and his waiting ship, his task here done. He’d
be returning to Atlantis directly while the 10 Archons would each be heading to
their own MCV-class jumpship escorted
by a flotilla of cargo ships and a handful of warships. They’d be leaving the
system within the next 6 hours, with the Calavari and Elarioni ships meeting up
with them at Venus and then transitioning over to the star in a long convoy
that would begin making the numerous jumps required to travel across Epsilon
Region and beyond the ADZ to the mostly uncharted wilds of the neighboring
galaxy where they’d start to hack out some new Star Force territory ahead of
the brushfire that was the oncoming lizard advance.
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January 3, 2659


Banner System
(Core Region)


Smash



 

“Ship arrival without IFF,” one of the Star Force
traffic coordinators told the deck chief over his shoulder, his eyes still on
the contact near the smaller of the two stars in the system that the detection
grid had just registered and transmitted over the gap in the system to the
heavily populated Human world where the transit headquarters were located.


“What make?” the Chief asked, leaning forward
microscopically in his chair as he pushed aside whatever it was he was working
on at the time. The coordinators handled all the traffic within the system,
each with a particular zone that was micromanaged by other controllers on site,
but in this case there was no station near the stellar pair so the anomaly had
been routed directly to the control center.


The coordinator waited for a few seconds so the
sensors could chew on the readings they were getting, but with no luck he
merely shook his head and raised an eyebrow. “Unknown.”


“Alert the defense fleet to stand by for intercept and
get a comm to the H’kar. This may be one of theirs.”


“It doesn’t match any H’kar ship in the database.”


“It could be another Nexus craft that we’re unfamiliar
with. Where’s it heading?”


“Staying put for the moment…defense fleet says drones
are being dispatched.”


“Reroute traffic patterns around it until we know what
we’re dealing with. If it is hostile we don’t want anyone getting caught up in
the crossfire. Backtrack its trajectory.”


“Jumpline indicates Mortica
System.”


“Incoming comm from the
unidentified ship,” another control room staffer interrupted. “It’s a copied
Star Force transmission granting them pass-through rights.”


“It’s what?”


“It’s a green card.”


“Those don’t come from ships, they come though the
grid.”


“I know, but this one is coming from the ship.”


The Chief rubbed his forehead in confusion. “Who does
it say it is?”


“It’s labeled as a H’kar
associate.”


“Inform the defense fleet that we have a probable
legit transport, but that we request a military escort anyway. I don’t like
this.”


“Actually, the green card is for a convoy fleet of 259
vessels.”


“What the hell,” the Chief said, getting up out of his
seat and walking forward. He stepped down two levels and came up behind the
coordinator, double checking what he was seeing. “Amend that comm to the defense fleet to ‘convoy escort.’ Still just
the one ship?”


“So far yes.”


“Keep an eye on it. I don’t like this,” he said,
staring at the sensor image of a single, moderately-sized jumpship just sitting
in stellar orbit with a host of Star Force signals moving towards it.
Eventually he took his eyes off it and retreated back towards his chair.


“Here they come,” the coordinator said before he even
made it halfway back. “Multiple vessels incoming in tight stagger.”


“Sent the messenger on ahead did they?”


“And these are much bigger.”


“Defense fleet says they’re assuming priority control
of the situation,” another staffer said. 


“Good,” the Chief uttered, returning to his chair.
This was in someone else’s hands now. “Keep the area clear and let them do
their thing…and bring up possible evacuation routes for the orbital traffic. I
want to be ready if fighting breaks out.”


“They do have a green card,” the coordinator pointed
out.


“That they
transmitted,” he said, bringing up a comprehensive system traffic tracking holo
in front of him so he could see the big picture and hand out assignments for
the coordinators to tackle as needed, “and that makes me wonder.”



 

A tone sounded on the desk where Keina
was reading a mass of text, bringing her out of her studying haze. She
telekinetically pressed a button on the surface half a meter to her right,
connecting the incoming comm line. “What is it?”


“Unidentified ships entering the system under a green
transit card that they themselves are transmitting. Traffic control requested
an escort and one is under way now.”


The acolyte frowned, standing up. “On my way.”


She walked out of the small office and jogged down a
straight hallway to an open platform overlooking the system defense command
center. She was holding the fort, so to speak, while the normal commander was
off duty. He was probably in the sanctum right now and she needed to see what
was going on before interrupting the ranger. Having unidentified ships coming
through wasn’t all that unusual, for some races just wanted to poke around the
Human Core Region and see what was there, but with the addition of the H’kar
colony a great deal more traffic was popping up, bringing with it a wide
variety of onlookers.


The part about them transmitting their own green card
was odd, but there was only one possibility that rose in the Archon’s mind. The
relay grid sent the transmission on ahead of the irregular ships so that the
destination system would know that they were guests of some sort in the ADZ and
not subject them to the same suspicion and scrutiny in every inhabited system
that they passed through. The only reason a ship would carry a copy of the
transmission itself was…if the ships were capable of moving faster than the
interstellar comm signal.


Keina bypassed the two
lateral stairs and just hopped over the forward railing, dropping a good four
meters into a deceleration crouch that went a little too far, forcing her to
roll out of it into a somersault, but she kept the transition smooth and was
back on her feet in a flash, racing towards the commander’s post and getting a
quick look at the holo before she started getting additional information fed to
her both visually and verbally.


It didn’t take the acolyte long to get caught up, with
her sending her own message to the H’kar inquiring who this was and if they
were responsible for them being here. The lag time up to the moon that they’d
been given half of to establish a base of operations to service their fleet and
act as an embassy within the ADZ wasn’t more than a fraction of a second, but
it was a long few minutes before they finally received a response. 


“Dsevmat,” she read aloud, doing the best she could to
get the pronunciation right.


“Sound familiar?” one of the naval staffers asked.


“They’re on the member list of the Nexus, but one that
we have no other information about. Grant them clearance and have traffic
control stand down their redirects, but keep the escort drones nearby. There
aren’t a lot of weapons on those bigger ships, but the small ones look well
outfitted.”


“Warships escorts?”


“That’d be my guess. Keep enough drones nearby that
we’ll be able to respond instantly if they go hostile, but otherwise give them
their space.”



 

Roger was in Alpha Region when he got the message
concerning the arrival of another Nexus member and the request they were making
of Star Force, prompting him to hop on a Ma’kri and head back to the Core
Region immediately. Both Paul and Liam were heavily engaged elsewhere in combat
operations, with his work on Lucian tinkering with Clan Emerald Shark
infrastructure prototypes being able to wait until later given that the Dsevmat
were requesting one of Star Force’s naval warfare specialists.


When his ship finally arrived in the Banner System he
had it go straight to the H’kar moon where the visiting fleet was sitting
quietly in orbit carrying the diplomatic delegation and the reward they were
offering if Star Force could help them solve a lingering problem. As soon as
they were aware that Roger had got here the local Archon in command sent the
trailblazer an update, informing him that the green card copy that the Dsevmat
ships had been carrying was eventually followed up by the actual transmission
through the relay grid two days later.



That right there told Roger that this wasn’t a low
level race within the Nexus like the H’kar, and that whoever they were they had
gravity drives far faster than what Star Force currently possessed and probably
a full tech tree to match. He made contact with the H’kar first, then let them
make the formal introductions via comm, during which
the newcomers wanted to meet with Roger in person…and onboard one of their
ships.


Donning his dark blue mage armor, the Archon headed to
one of the landing bays in his Ma’kri where the Dsevmat transport eventually
landed, sprawling what looked like glowing white hairs in the thousands beneath
the ship as landing legs to cradle its mass as a portion of its hull melted
open and the material reformed into a meter-wide foot ramp. 


At first Roger waited for someone to come out, but
when no one did he reluctantly walked up to the base of the ramp and looked
inside, seeing nothing more than a dark hollow. Using his Pefbar he was able to
penetrate the hull and look all the way through the small ship, seeing that no one
was inside. Guessing that the transport was remote controlled he walked up the
ramp only to have it melt and pull back up to reform the wall behind him, then
the landing ‘hairs’ retracted and the ship floated out of the hangar as Roger
meandered further inside.


There were only two chambers inside the seed-like pod,
a main floor and a small adjunct not counting the short hallway to the door.
Both were bare, but he could see additional structures in the floor, walls, and
ceiling that he guessed were extrudable if the
situation called for it. The main chamber flashed on a flat hologram mimicking
a window across the side of the smooth-walled room that had not a single crease
nor crevice in it, showing the departure from the bay and the flight across
orbit to one of the pearl-colored ships.


They were likewise smooth and lumpy in places, with
tiny splotches that glowed white, blue, or even a tinge of purple here and
there. Mostly their hulls were just blank, but several places had been
highlighted on the ships during their entry into the system denoting the
position of weapons batteries that had since been retracted into the hull and
were now hidden, probably behind the same melty
technology that the pod’s door was made of. 


Likewise a hangar entrance formed on the side of one
of the biggest ships in the Dsevmat fleet, with small ripples of material
moving aside and allowing the pod within, only to close up behind the
trailblazer and seal him in. A moment later a trickle of apprehension ran down
his spine as he reached out with his Ikrid and sensed the surrounding
minds…with him immediately picking up reflective feedback.


He could only get the faintest of readings on them,
but could tell that his telepathic touch had sent them into a flurry, for each
one he brushed minds with immediately became agitated. Roger pulled back from
the penetrating scans that he usually used on new species and just noted the
position of their minds as the pod’s door opened and reformed into a ramp,
inviting him to leave the tiny ship.


When he did he saw the source of three of the nearby
minds…which sent another little tickle down his spin, for the Dsevmat easily outmassed him and moved in an unusual manner, given that
they had no arms, legs, or appendages of any kind. They were literally giant
pearl-colored snakes.


“Hello,”
Roger said in the Nexus common language, which he’d learned a number of years back, as all the trailblazers had. 


“We were not
told you had telepathic abilities,” the closest snake said, slithering up
beside him in the heavy gravity and raising its tri-finned head up level with
the Human’s. “Do not try to access our
minds again or you will be harmed.”


“No need for
threats,” Roger said calmly. “You
asked for me to come here, remember?”


“Calm yourself, Hameen. He meant no offense,” the snake to the left
said with a reverberation in its voice that Roger suddenly realized was being
transmitted telepathically rather than physically, imbuing it with the
equivalent as a restraining hand on the shoulder or a poke in the ribs. “He withdrew as soon as he sensed us. We
would do the same with strangers.”


“We were not
told they were this advanced,” Hameen countered
with uncertainty rippling off him. 


“All the better,”
the third snake said without any telepathic reinforcement. “We will not have to rely fully on verbal
communication.”


“How can we when
he…” Hameen said, then cut off immediately,
making Roger wonder if they were only able to transmit omnidirectionally.
If they could have private ‘lines’ between one another then they probably
wouldn’t be discussing these things in the open.


“You’re
wondering why you can’t probe my mind,” Roger interrupted their moment of
indecision. “That’s because we have a
defense against such things. My apologies if I startled you earlier. I won’t intrude
again.”


“Apology
accepted, Human,” the left snake said agreeably, with its three tiny clear
eyes looking Roger over. “Is our
atmosphere inappropriate?”


“It is a bit
foul, but breathable,” he said, referencing some of the trace gasses that
the Dsevmat used as the equivalent of vitamins that Roger’s nose was equating
with a cooking experiment gone horribly wrong. “The armor is precautionary when we are entering unknown environments.”


“It has its own
atmosphere then?”


“Short span, yes.”


“Tell us what your
native atmosphere is and we will make adjustments.”


“Unnecessary…I
will adapt. Tell me more of this request you have of us.”


Hameen turned away from the
trio, but it was only to loop his body around itself in a coil that he then
raised his head back up from before he spoke. “It has become known throughout the Nexus that Star Force’s strategic
capabilities far outstrip your technological ones. Your efforts against the
Li’vorkrachnika and subsequent joint missions with the H’kar have shown that
your wisest warlords have a knack for finding ways to win battles that
statistically they should not. Are we to assume you are one of these warlords?”


“I am not only
one of them, but one of the top three regarding naval warfare. Which of us is
best is still an undecided issue,” he said, referencing the little
rivalry/camaraderie that he, Liam, and Paul still had going on to date. “What is it that you wish me to apply my
skill on?”


“Follow us
please,” the snake on the right said, emanating a sense of satisfaction
before it twisted around and lengthened out, wiggling back and forth as it
headed for a wall. Hameen followed, but the third
snake telepathically gestured for Roger to go next and the Human walked off
following the other two snakes, feeling very out of place with his bipedal
movement. There were many others moving around the bay that he could visually
see, plus many more that he could sense in nearby chambers or behind the rows
of transport pods, all of which wiggled around with no apparent ability to
handle the tasks normal tech crews would.


The wall opened before them, exposing a hallway on the
other side, but it was the little tendril of Lachka that caught Roger’s eye. It
wasn’t the same, but close enough that his Rentar allowed him to detect it
stretch out from the first snake’s head and contact a control nub on the wall,
indicating that not only did the Dsevmat have telepathic abilities, they were
also telekinetic…which solved the mystery of how they were able to work with
technology without any limbs.


The snakes were able to move rather quickly despite
their trash can thick bodies, though their hallways were shallow ceilinged,
with Roger having to duck down in some of the more constricted segments when
his height was a few inches greater than the architecture. After a few minutes
they came to a brightly glowing tunnel that clashed with the dimly lit rest of
the ship that was illuminated from the walls themselves without the presence of
any individual orbs or fixtures.


Before him now was more of a tunnel than a hallway,
and as the first snake slithered inside it was whisked away in some type of
energy field and quickly disappeared into the distance.


“A faster means
of internal transport,” the one behind Roger said as Hameen
likewise entered and disappeared. “It is
harmless and automatic. Simply move inside.”


Roger remained silent, but did as instructed. Suddenly
his forward foot left the floor and his center of mass quickly followed…then he
was moving down the tunnel of bright light suspended shy of any of the round
walls but likewise unable to turn his body. As he wondered what type of force
field was holding him the exit manifested itself ahead as he was drastically
slowed without any felt effects, meaning an IDF field was also in play. 


He stepped forward back onto solid ground when the
field released him, then moved away as the third snake came through. From there
they ‘walked’ some more until another wall melted and they entered a chamber
with six other Dsevmat at what must have been their version of work stations.
They were coiled up inside clear bowls with a mess of holograms around them,
some of which appeared to be solid, for they were touching them with their
‘necks’ and it finally clicked that they were head rests.


“Show him,” Hameen said to all in the chamber, this time purely
telepathically and without any physical words, which made it hard for Roger to
understand given the mental dialect of the language he wasn’t that familiar
with.


In response to the command a star map of the Nexus and
the surround regions appeared, which included lizard territory as a tiny spec
on the periphery. He only noticed as his mind registered the geography for
there was another region that was highlighted, along with which came hundreds
of holographic schematics of alien bodies, warships, cities, weapons, and
everything else belonging to a single civilization.


“They are known
as the H’bat’i,” Hameen said with a tone of
disbelief in his words. “And they are a
conundrum that we ask you to solve.”
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“Explain,”
Roger said, beginning to soak in the information around him.


“They are a
violent race within the boundaries that the Nexus is tasked to pacify, one that
has fallen to us to deal with. Not long ago we mounted a major push against one
of seven strongholds, an assault with sufficient force to defeat and conquer
the planet in question. Instead we suffered a defeat and lost nearly our entire
invasion force. We have reviewed the assault thousands of times and brought in
many tactical experts from within the Dsevmat and other Nexus races. No one can
account for how the H’bat’i defeated our clearly superior force, and we are not
willing to mount another assault until we understand how we failed.”


“At the moment,”
another Dsevmat said, slithering up on Roger’s left, “we are engaged in containment protocols, preventing the spread of the
threat and limiting their actions outside their territory, but they are a
problem we must deal with eventually and containment is insufficient. We ask
that you conduct your own analysis, and are hoping that you can see the key to
the H’bat’i’s victory over us.”


“Do you have
full battle records?”


“Yes, a few of
our ships managed to escape and with them they brought the data logs from every
other vessel, which are transmitted automatically to nearby vessels when they
begin to suffer catastrophic failure. We have a wealth of data, but no answers.”


“How long ago
was this?”


“Approximately
40 years. Since that time other
threats have become emboldened by our inability to neutralize the H’bat’i,
making our typical peacekeeping efforts more problematic. We could mount
another assault, but feel that to do so without understanding what happened the
first time would be reckless. We did not expect that so much time would go by
without an answer, but the longer this persists the more eroded our reputation
becomes. That reputation is keeping smaller threats neutralized without us
having to commit ships, and without it we cannot oversee the territory assigned
to us with our current resources.”


“So you want me
to show you how to beat them?”


“No,” Hameen said with a telepathic air of disgust at his
presumption. “We are only asking that you
show us what they did. We will formulate our own battle plans.”


“I will need a
full history of their race and their conflict with you, as well as any
conflicts with others.”


“We have brought
along all information regarding the H’bat’i, and we are prepared to wait here
as long as necessary for you to complete your analysis.”


“Alright
then…let’s start with the battle itself.”



 

Roger spent the next 7 hours onboard the Dsevmat ship
watching holos and asking a lot of questions, then
eventually headed planetside for a break with the
alien pod delivering him to the spaceport on the surface that he requested. For
the rest of the day he trained, pushing aside the challenge the Dsevmat had
laid out for him and clearing his head before getting some sleep and heading
back up to the ship, for the Nexus race wouldn’t allow copies of their data to
be taken with the Human for outside study. They were trusting him with a wealth
of information, but only him and within their own ship, meaning he was going to
have to do a lot of commuting in the coming days.


The way the H’bat’i had won was obvious, for the
Dsevmat did have the superior force even when you include the orbital defenses
of the planet under assault. Both races possessed tech currently exceeding Star
Force’s, and the Dsevmat more so than their enemy, but they’d been beaten
soundly when their weapons’ targeting systems malfunctioned. It wasn’t a total
malfunction, nor was it isolated to individual ships. Across their fleet
weapons batteries began to miss their targets, not with every shot, but on
average 73% misfired.


During the later stages that amount diminished to 32%
when the Dsevmat were losing badly, then it almost disappeared entirely as they
were being wiped out. Some ships had higher and lesser accuracy numbers, and
the same went for certain batteries. Some hit with every shot and others were
malfunctioning. There was no discernable pattern to be found, no computer
glitches or attack programing found within the computer systems, and no known
weapon system on the part of the H’bat’i that could interfere with the
targeting systems.


Sensor records had been gone over so many times by the
Dsevmat that they’d literally run themselves ragged with frustration in an
endless search. There was no energy or matter being emitted from the H’bat’i
ships that could account for this, and their weaponsfire showed no variations
from standard specs, nor was there any variation between what was hitting the
malfunctioning ships and those with normal accuracy rates…which for the Dsevmat
was 99.7%, and that included anti-fighter stats. 


Roger resisted the urge to start forming theories, or
strong ones anyway, and used the opportunity to study the Nexus race and their
adversary, learning that this was truly a mismatch. The Dsevmat clearly
outmatched them, but as stated before the higher level empire was spread out
maintaining a vast tract of territory where other races lived. They couldn’t
focus their might into a single area and had to work with limited fleets and
resources while effectively being overstretched. What the reason was for this
within the political workings of the Nexus he didn’t know, but it did shed a bit
of light on why the Nexus wasn’t rushing to defeat the lizards.


If the other races were likewise as stretched, and he
wasn’t automatically assuming so, then they wouldn’t have the numbers to hit
the lizards on as many fronts as needed, and to be truthful the H’bat’i and
some of the other races they had fought against were clearly higher level than
the lizards, if not so widespread. It was a bit shocking at seeing the power
gap, but Roger was soaking it all in and getting up to speed with the ‘big
dogs,’ though they still didn’t fare well in comparison to the V’kit’no’sat. 


That said, if the two ever went head to head it
wouldn’t be a total slaughter on the part of the dinos.



With no obvious mechanism detected for messing with
the Dsevmat weapons Roger dug into the construction and function of them with
his analysis assistants, learning that all Dsevmat weaponry was based off of
Ketara energy. The trailblazer played dumb, letting the snakes inform him of
what it was and how it worked, but he already knew from the pyramid database
that it was a cloying field that, rather than breaking the bonds of molecules
created new ones with a rabid appetite. 


That meant that a burst of Ketara energy hitting the
hull of a warship would effectively condense whatever material it hit like a
mini black hole, forming a crater with a condensed nub of matter in it. That
meant whenever the Dsevmat attacked something there would be no explosions,
which made for odd battle holos because Roger was
used to at least a shrapnel spray, but these weapons were very tidy and oh so
nasty. 


They had several versions from orbs, to beams, to
streamers and even some net-like fields they’d throw against a target. All were
Ketara-based and worked decently well against energy shields as well, enough so
that the Dsevmat had decided to go all-in on the tech and really refine it to
potent status. That said, Roger knew the V’kit’no’sat didn’t use the energy
because it had a glaring weakness, not to mention it was weaker than their
other available weapons. With a special shield modification the energy could be
completely neutralized to the point where virtually no amount of weaponsfire
could penetrate it, similar to trying to shoot fish in a barrel with a flame
thrower.


That type of shield matrix was well above Star Force’s
head at the moment, and Roger got the feeling like the Dsevmat didn’t know
there was a counter for the technology, which meant that probably no one else
in the Nexus or the region they dominated did either. 


That counter hadn’t been in play here, for the H’bat’i
shields weren’t anywhere near as sophisticated…but they were extremely thick,
with more emphasis going into the shields than the hull armor, which was a
favorable place to stand when going against the Ketara weaponry, for like a
Ta’lin’yi they really racked up the damage when they hit solid matter.


That said, they were almost useless in atmosphere
because they’d hit and cause the air molecules to fuse together into solid
particles that became pebbles or dust depending on density of the environment.
That was going to be an issue during the ground invasion but the Dsevmat never
made it that far. They’d been routed in orbit and never even had a chance to call
in their troop transports waiting outside the system, which had fortunately
spared them from destruction.


As it turned out in a thorough examination of how the
Dsevmat military was constructed, they used an almost exclusively drone army
system given their lack of limbs. Control snakes would be inserted into the
combat zones and would then run operations remotely from outposts or large
command centers. They didn’t operate them from orbit, which Roger felt was more
tradition than function, but they had multiple variations of mechs and
infantry, some which he’d never seen before.


It was side quests like that where Roger was trying to
dig up more information, for the Dsevmat were quite correct in their initial
analysis…there was no viable explanation as to why the weaponry malfunctioned
the way it did, but as Sherlock Holmes had once said if you eliminate the
impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the answer. With that
in mind Roger felt he knew what had happened, but he needed to know why before
he was going to say anything.


In addition to learning about the Dsevmat and a lot of
their battle history, for his assistants were very willing to let him peruse
the database even when it didn’t appear to tie in directly to the
investigation, he dug into the history, culture, and society that was the
H’bat’i and tried to get a feel for the way they thought and built. They were triped, twice the size of Humans, and very introverted.
They usually didn’t interact with other races outside of warfare and kept their
economy self-contained. They did seek to expand their territory, and that
expansion is what had got the Nexus’s attention in a bad way.


They had conquered several primitive worlds and
essentially turned them into a slave labor force, growing a small empire that
had crossed one of the Nexus’s minor spacelanes. The H’bat’i basically shut it
down, claiming ownership of the system and insisting that he traffic flow be
rerouted elsewhere which had sparked the first conflict with the Nestaw.


The Nestaw were a race
within the Nexus a bit higher level than the H’kar and they’d been tasked to
deal with the disruption in the spacelane and the freeing of the subjugated
worlds. When they failed horribly, finding the H’bat’i were far more resilient
and tech savvy than intelligence had estimated, the Dsevmat took over and sent
a proper recon team. They deduced the strength required and waited several
years until they could muster the necessary fleet, drawing ships from various
other assignments as they became available, then launching them at one of the H’bat’i’s main worlds, intending to inflict a crippling
assault that they could then dictate terms from afterward.


Such tactics were standard practice for the Dsevmat,
who liked to bloody an enemy’s nose then force them to submit out of fear,
though in most cases it was a bluff and the Dsevmat didn’t have the
reinforcements they needed to go a second or third round. Their opponents
didn’t know that, so they’d been getting away with and heavily favored the
tactic in a lot of their peacekeeping assignments, which also told Roger that
they were desperate to figure out how the H’bat’i had bested them else they
wouldn’t be sharing this and other things so openly with him.


But as he ran through the data something bothered him,
and that was the cultural fingerprint of the H’bat’i being introverted not
fitting in with their taking slave races. There wasn’t a wealth of data on the
subjugated and the H’bat’i’s activities there, for
the intel had come primarily from the Nestaw and a
few independent analysis teams prior to that, but there was enough geographical
and population statistics for him to see that on the conquered worlds there
were virtually no H’bat’i present.


That was odd, for usually when you conquered a planet
you moved in, but the H’bat’i didn’t aside from what looked like overseers and
some military personnel. The planet was shipping resources off it that were
going back to the H’bat’i worlds, but as for on-site occupation there virtually
was none. That made him wonder what exactly the circumstances of the conquests
were, but that information wasn’t available.


There were tidbits that Roger was slowly able to
string together, and with those he was able to conduct some searches through
other Nexus records and found two of the conquered races mentioned in survey
files that predated their annexation. Those records were the first concrete
data points that Roger had, and from there he began narrowing his search of the
intelligence reports the Dsevmat had available to them prior to the assault.


There was a lot of military-related data, for the
Dsevmat had been extremely thorough. That too was an additional data point, and
slowly Roger collected the bits and pieces of extraneous data, learning as much
as he could for Star Force’s purposes along the way, but needing to present solid
evidence of what had happened so the Dsevmat would accept it…if he truly wanted
to tell them. 


He considered not doing so once he found out what had
happened in the battle, for right now the Dsevmat were holding off on another
assault and if they found out what had occurred it might prompt another and he
didn’t want to get involved in a war that he only knew about through a few
records from one party involved. Roger weighed his options, looking through all
the angles he could conceive of and not really caring about the promised
reward. Eventually he decided to tell them, banking on his read of their
culture, with him returning to their ship one last time to spell it out for
them.


He wasn’t sure how it was going to hit them, and they
might flat our refuse to accept the theory he was going to give them, but the
trailblazer had no doubts now as to what had happened and in reviewing the
battle holos one last time before calling the snakes
to him it was painfully obvious what had occurred…and saddening to the point
where he almost wished it hadn’t, despite the circumstances. 


Hadeem and a group of about
20 other Dsevmat slithered into the room where Roger had been working with a
pair of assistants for the past month, all obviously eager to see if the Human
warlord had been worth the trip and actually found the cause of their defeat as
they transmitted little blips of excitement, curiosity, and doubt
telepathically as they entered the room and moved around the small armored
biped.


“You have an
answer for us?” Hadeem asked skeptically, with
the telepathic prodding being to prove the point.


“Yes I do, and
you’re not going to like it.”


“Better that we
know the truth and learn to counter the H’bat’i’s
tactic than to live in doubt and uncertainty,” another said almost as if
reading a quote.


“The reason,”
Roger began, pointing to a running loop of the battle on the gigantic hologram
behind him, “that your weapons’ accuracy
was diminished or outright compromised in some cases, and the reason you
haven’t been able to find any discernable pattern in the lapses, is because
you’ve been looking at things from a technological perspective, and therein
does not lie the problem.”


Roger looked around at the various snakes, with no
clue how they were going to take what he was about to say.


“Your weapons
didn’t hit their targets because your gunners deliberately missed.”

















 


 

8



 


 

Ripples of confusion and disbelief transmitted off the
surrounding Dsevmat, creating a telepathic noise that was contrast to the
physical silence as none of them spoke an audible word. They stayed like that
for nearly half a minute before one finally asked Roger to explain, also using
telepathy as if speaking now would have been inappropriate somehow.


“The H’bat’i
conquest and annexation of the surrounding worlds that prompted your assault is
not what you have told me it to be. I’m assuming your people had access to the
same information I’ve had, and there are enough pieces here for the line troops
to put together what really was happening on those worlds. The lack of
population is the first clue, for when someone conquers a world they usually
want to keep it for their own purposes.”


“The H’bat’i
have almost no personnel on their annexed worlds, and those that they do have
are not sufficient to keep the population suppressed militarily. If you review
the intelligence reports on those planets, you will see that the materials
being harvested are being transported back to the H’bat’i worlds, but this does
not make the conquered a slave race. I believe it to be tribute…and I think
your troops figured this out as well.”


“What more there
is to find in the reports is the lack of certain things, such as executions,
prisons, various forms of maltreatment of the natives. There was very little to
be found by the recon team, though those few instances were overly emphasized.
The truth is the H’bat’i conquered these worlds to become their caretakers, not
to enslave them. The resources flowing back were merely in compensation, with
92% of the local economic produce remaining on planet.”


“Whether or not
the locals had a choice in the H’bat’i taking control is unknown, but even if
they didn’t I believe your troops deduced that they were being ordered to
attack a race that didn’t deserve it…which prompts me to ask you a question.
Had they refused to fight what would their punishment have been?”


Roger let the question hang in the air as no one
wanted to speak, but finally one did, with the discontentment of the others
telepathically visible. “Sedition is
punishable by death. Our military must act quickly and decisively. There is no
room for discussion and debate. All know and accept this.”


“And what is the
role of your military?” Roger asked, already knowing the answer.


To safeguard the
Dsevmat and to pacify the region the Nexus has tasked us with.


“Pacify? Or
maintain the tenants of justice?”


Both,
another snake replied when the one the Archon was talking to refused to answer.


“I think your
assault force saw that they were being sent to conquer and kill a race that did
not deserve it, but with the threat of death on them if they refused to fight
they tried to deliberately lose the battle instead. Not all the troops, but the
vast majority of them. This is why the inaccuracy rate spiked so drastically
and why you couldn’t find a technological cause. Your troops had to fight, but
being in an unjust battle they were trying not to win.”


“Then, when the
tide was turning the H’bat’i outmaneuvered your fleet in a brilliant piece of
strategy and pinned them down. When that happened and your troops were in
danger of being destroyed the inaccuracy began to vanish, and by the time they
were fighting for their lives and trying to flee it disappeared entirely. It’s one thing to try not to win a battle of conquest, but
quite another to commit suicide. Your troops wanted to live, but with no
coordination between the dissenters they threw the battle too much and the
H’bat’i bested them.”


“Rather than
drive your fleet back, the H’bat’i went for the kill, sacrificing many of their
own ships to keep yours from fleeing. The handful of Dsevmat ships that escaped
were those that had shown no inaccuracy problems, thus the dissenters were not
around to tell what had happened. They all perished because they underestimated
their opponent while trying to protect them. You put them in a position where
they would either have to defy the purpose of your military or to defy orders
and risk execution. They tried a third option and it ended up getting them
killed anyway, but at least they preserved the independence of the H’bat’i in
the process.”


“I know you do
not like to hear this, and the reason you came to us was so you could learn how
the H’bat’i had bested you, devise a countermeasure, then go back and finish
them off, but what you need to understand is that you were in the wrong and
your troops knew this. Rather than commit the treason of injustice they
deliberately threw that battle in order to preserve their honor.”


“You couldn’t
find the truth because it was something that you weren’t looking for, but it
was staring you in the face the entire time. Your leaders were in the wrong and
your troops knew better, but had they refused you would have killed them. You
failed to follow the course of justice and I don’t care what your reasons were.
You probably wouldn’t care to tell me even if you knew, but the point is your
troops figured it out and acted in the only way they could without sacrificing
their own lives…which they accidentally did anyway by not fighting hard enough
to be able to withdrawal against an opponent that had been grossly
underestimated twice.”


“So there is the
answer to your conundrum, whether you will accept it or not.”


And he knew that they wouldn’t, at least not right now
based on the telepathic impulses that he was getting from this group. No one
spoke again, but the rage and disgust within one of them boiled over and Roger
felt the brush of a consciousness against his own. It couldn’t get past the
Ikrid blocks, but him being able to feel even the
slightest pressure meant that the Dsevmat was trying to hammer him with
telepathic influence.


That was odd, given that they seemed unable to talk to
each other directly using telepathy, but he quickly surmised that the
transmission ability and the interlink were separate for them and they’d have
to get past another one’s blocks in order to communicate privately. If that
wasn’t something they culturally allowed then ‘speaking’ omni-directionally
made sense. Roger also guessed that with their entire race being telepathic
that casual probing was frowned upon, which would make what this one was
attempting to do to Roger a full blown fist in the face, despite the fact that
it wasn’t using its body or telekinesis to do it. 


The trailblazer looked at the one that was the source
of the tickle and decided to return the favor, hacking into its mind and
essentially taking it by the telepathic throat. The tickle in his mind
vanished, and the Dsevmat was froze in place as its body no longer responded to
its own impulses.


The others sensed the assault taking place and
responded instinctually, trying at first to get to Roger then wisely abandoning
that idea when they couldn’t reach past his permanent Ikrid block and instead
hacked into their fellow snake and fought Roger through him. That made it
harder for the Archon to maintain his grip, but even with them stacking their
telepathic power against him it was still no contest. They might possess some
psionics, but theirs were nowhere near as advanced as the V’kit’no’sat package.


Wanting to make a quick statement he let them try and
remove him from the other’s mind, then after giving them a taste of failure
sent out a Fornax sphere that dropped all of them to the ground like limp
ropes. When he did he let go of the Dsevmat’s mind,
then let them shake off the temporary effect and try to figure out what had
just happened.


“Do not try and
enter my mind,” Roger warned. “And do
not do so in retaliation for me simply showing you the truth. That’s rude. If
I’m wrong feel free to point out where and in detail, but you know you won’t be
able to. What I’ve said may infuriate you but it also smacks of truth and you
know it. I can sense it in you without even entering your minds.”


Just then the doorway melted open and more snakes
rushed in, apparently having felt the telepathic scuffle, but one of them
wasn’t focused on Roger and instead headed directly for the Dsevmat that had
first tried to get inside the Human’s head.


There was a scuffle between them, all telepathic, and
Roger quietly tapped in to see what was going on but without enough of a
presence for them to notice. The one who had rushed in was ship’s security and
he was reviewing the recent memories, confirming the attempted invasion of the
Human’s mind.


“How dare you
shame us in this manner,” it said aloud, the first words spoken by the
Dsevmat in some time. “This one is a guest
and here at our request. Be gone,” it demanded, telepathically pointing
towards the door and telekinetically shoving its head in that direction none
too gently. The snake didn’t stick around to argue and slithered away, but it
was spouting a considerable amount of telepathic noise in the process, all of
which was in its native language that Roger couldn’t understand, but then again
some sentiments were universal and didn’t require translating, with this one
being the equivalent of a middle finger back at the Human.


“Our deepest
apologies,” the security snake said, throwing discontent at the others
nearby for their part in the scrap. “We
do not normally behave in such a manner, though your skills are clearly
sufficient to defend yourself.”


“They are,”
Roger agreed.


The snake twitched it head slightly, sending a
telepathic nod of respect along with it. “I
do not care what the guest has said. You will retreat him with respect. Is that
understood?”


The telepathic boom on that last word was so forceful
that even Roger got a bit prickly from it, and it had the effect of subduing
the others instantly. 


“I know what he
has said and the affront it carries, but if there is even the slightest truth
in it we must know, for if there is it would shame us all. Ask your questions
of him, ask many questions, but do not turn away from this and do not
disrespect him again. He is a guest and I should not have to remind you as to
what that means.”


With that the security snake left the room along with
his escorts, his task apparently done, leaving Roger with the others and
another long, awkward pause before one of them spoke.


“Explain the
H’bat’i further.”


Roger telepathically told one of his assistants which
files to bring up, then pointed to an unrelated report that he’d found when
digging through commerce records.


“Prior to the
Nexus’s interest in them, the races that the H’bat’i conquered has some contact
with your economic community through third parties. The data is piecemeal but
I’ve gathered enough scraps to suggest that several of the conquered races were
themselves predatory, with the others being a mix of the needy and primitive.
Comparing those states with those in the reconnaissance reports indicates that
the tech level of the conquered races and their living standards rose after
annexation, and rose considerably for some.”


“Now that
typically does not occur when one is subjugated by a hostile entity. Another
point is the population statistics. In nearly all cases they rose, with one
that I have been unable to confirm for lack of initial numbers. There were no
massive purges that diminished the local populations down to ‘manageable’
numbers, and the number of overseers in the most recent reports show that they
would be incapable of suppressing an uprising. This suggests a partnership of
some sort rather than brute force control.”


“A broken slave
is often compliant,” Hameen commented.


“Yes, which is
why I went further in my analysis and searched the current infrastructure. Even
with broken slaves there must be some measure of control in place, even if it
is not used. I found none other than a light military force, and those were
arrayed as defensive guards at the H’bat’i outposts instead of in the
population centers. However the H’bat’i took possession of the annexed worlds,
even if it was through war, I believe the current inhabitants are not at odds
with them given the lack of societal controls. The H’bat’i may be in charge,
but it’s not by means of any leash that I can detect.”


From there on Roger explained in detail each step of
his logical progression which invariably came to his final conclusion. The
Dsevmat, after their initial backlash, probed him with more and more questions
trying to poke holes in his theory, for which the trailblazer schooled them on
each one. They stayed at it for hours, but in the end they were forced to
reluctantly accept the truth that was being explained to them.


And with that they were gone, sending Roger back via
pod and leaving a massive slew of cargo containers drifting in space without
even bothering to tell Star Force what was inside them. It took a while to
unload them before they jumped out, so Roger was able to have his own people
there to stabilize and receive the ‘bounty’ for him completing the challenge,
but he didn’t know what was inside until they tried to move them.


A few of the giant boxes were so massive that there
was really only one thing they could contain and Roger was eager to open them
up to confirm it. The others massed less and were still a mystery, but once all
of them were moved over to the nearest station with sufficient hangar space
they were floated inside and positioned on the deck with the AG slowly cranking
up to normal and settling them in place.


The armored Archon was out with the techs as they
figured out that there was no opening mechanism for the boxes, rather just a
containment sheath that had to be cut through. The futuristic equivalent of
cardboard didn’t take long to peel off and reveal the perfectly smooth cubes of
a greenish metal that was instantly recognizable as corovon in its pure form. 


Roger whistled within his helmet, then pulled it off
with a click and looked along with the deck chief at the lowest cube that stood
more than a meter tall, with this crate/box being some 16 meters high and 28
meters long. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”


“I don’t believe what I’m seeing,” the tech said wide
eyed. “That can’t be corovon.”


“I’m pretty sure it is.”


“Not that much. That’s gotta
be more than we mine in, what, a decade?”


“You underestimate how much we bring in, but you’re
right about this not being any small amount…and there are four more crates as
massive as this one.”


“What the hell is this for? You give them a star
system or something?”


“I answered a question,” Roger said simply, reaching
out and tapping the lowest cube in the stack with his armored finger. 


“Must have been a hell of a question.”


“Let’s see what else they gave us,” Roger said,
curious, as he started walking over towards one of the ‘light’ ones. It took a
few minutes to get the sheath torn off, but before they did it began spilling
out clear orbs like raindrops, with each being the size of croquet balls and
none the less hard.


“I got it,” Roger said, telekinetically catching a lot
of them and holding the dam in place so more wouldn’t flow out. “We need
collection bins.”


“I’ll have some cargo crates brought over,” the tech
said, glancing at the motionless Archon. “How long can you hold those?”


“Not very…they’re heavy too.”


“Right…clear the area,” he told one of his
subordinates before making a comm call to someone
else. A few minutes later some car-sized, open-topped crates were flown up on
anti-grav and Roger let the top portion of the load
spill out into it, though he had to guide the flow and that further added to
his mental fatigue. He only had so much Lachka energy in his reserves, but he
managed to hold it together until the top portion of the box emptied and he was
able to finally let go.


“Find a better way to get the rest out,” he said,
walking over and picking up one of the orbs and looking it over.


“I don’t recognize it,” the tech commented after some
confused looks from Roger.


“Neither do I, but I think the orb is a carrying case
for those particles in the center.”


“I thought it was an integrated component.”


“Whatever it is, get them collected and out of their
original containers.”


“Will do, but we’ll need a lot more crates shipped in.
We don’t get a lot of call for them in a warehouse, odd as that sounds.”


“Because everything is already shipped in one.” 


“Exactly.”


“I’ll find you some more. Don’t open too many more
boxes until we get them, all the way at least.”


“You going to peek inside?”


“Are you kidding, this might as well be Christmas.”


“What’s that?”


Roger glanced at him. “Sorry, figured you were older.
It was a holiday where you got presents.”


“What for?”


“No reason, you just got them on that day.”


“Sounds odd. I thought holidays were for parties.”


“Both in some cases.”


“How can you get a present without a reason? That
makes no sense.”


“Just one of those cultural quirks that got lost with
time,” Roger said, walking over to another unopened box. “But come Christmas
morning you felt something like this.”


“But you earned these?”


Roger laughed. “Never mind. If you didn’t live through
that era you wouldn’t understand.”


“Guess not, but I understand this,” he said, stepping
onto a mobile lift and heading up to the top with Roger and a cutting team.
“Surprise boxes.”


“That’s pretty much what Christmas was,” the
trailblazer said, waiting for them to tear the top corner off. When they did his
jaw dropped as he smelled the contents. They were tropical, almost fruity but
with a very metallic/coppery scent that was hard to explain but impossible to
forget. 


The tech reached into the packing material and pulled
out a small cube. “Heavy sucker,” he said, handing it to Roger.


“Damn,” he said, taking another sniff.


“What is it?”


“Take a whiff.”


“I can already smell it. Strong stuff.”


“That’s a scent you will never forget…and this,” he
said, holding the cube between them, “is a raw arc element.”


The tech pointed towards it reverently. “You mean
this…”


“Yep,” he said, glancing at the packing material that
held many more of the tiny cubes in regal fashion. 


“Holy shit. What the hell was that question you
answered?”


“Something important…that I hope they learn a lesson
from.”


“Expensive lesson.”


Roger’s expression dimmed just a touch as his mind
flicked back to the Dsevmat/H’bat’i battle.


“Very.”
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February 3, 2659


Fvatt System (lizard
territory)


Kri’mas



 

The Hycre scout ship sat in orbit along with the rest
of the debris fields that had once been their orbital infrastructure, ships,
and even the hulks of their attackers. All still floated mostly where they had
been when the Hycre had been forced to evacuate the system, and other than a
few reconnaissance probes thrown into the mix there was nothing functioning or
alive here, from either race.


Those probes were short range, meaning that a lizard
ship would have to come through the system to pick up their records of
activity, from which the Hycre there had been none for the past 164 years.
After the lizards had completed their destruction of everything they could find
they’d apparently been satisfied and left, given that there were no habitable
worlds available for them to colonize. The gas giant of Kri’mas
was still inhospitable to them, and other than deposing the Hycre, they seemed
not to care about the system at all.


The scout ship had come ahead to survey the location
for a second time so that when the colonization fleet arrived they could have a
sitrep available immediately to them. The small Hycre
vessel was transmitting it continuously, and once the fleet learned that there
was no enemy presence to contend with they jumped out from the star and began
to litter orbit with all manner of ships, including a warfleet
composed entirely of Shaven.


Some of them immediately began to focus their
attention on the debris, clearing it away and opening up the sections of orbit
that were tagged as restricted travel zones. They’d want those back after they
got the system in working order, for several of them crossed over major
jumplines out from the planet during various times in the planet’s cyclical
revolution. Meanwhile other ships headed down into the thick atmosphere of the
planet, slowly descending further and further in altitude until they found the
clusters that had been hidden there long ago.


To their relief their hails were acknowledged and
docking instructions were given, with the tightly packed work crews and
colonists crossing over into the Hycre equivalent of cities and meeting up with
the denizens who had volunteered to stay behind and maintain them in the depths
where the enemy could not go. Only a few had remained, with some having died in
the interim, but their preservation mission had been a success and the clusters
hadn’t fallen into disarray and sank to the planet’s core or floated up to the
detection range of the lizards.


They got a welcome committee quickly as the crews
moved in and began to bring the clusters back to life, feeding them fuel and other
supplies as they gradually increased their elevation and brought the clusters
back to their preferred depth. Dozens of them rose up across the planet, giving
the Hycre an infrastructure base that they would not have to rebuild and the
ability to start producing auxiliary equipment that would enable the planet to
return to self-sufficiency on a remarkably short timetable. 


Those who had cared for and maintained the clusters in
their ‘stored’ mode had been living off of a modicum of supplies that they were
able to produce for themselves along with the reserves that had been left in
the cluster. Those were near depletion and the caretakers partially
malnourished, but most had survived and would have continued to go on doing so
indefinitely if needed. They were greeted and welcomed back into Hycre society
as heroes as the floating clusters came back to life and the population of the
planet suddenly jumped by some 200,000%. 


The lizard probes were found and destroyed, but
eventually one of their ships would come around to find the planet back in
Hycre possession, sitting in the middle of lizard territory as many current and
former Hycre worlds were, but that was part of the plan set forth by Star
Force. The Hycre had always intended to come back and reclaim their dormant
worlds, else they wouldn’t have left people behind to maintain their most
valuable infrastructure, but now they were doing so both to retake what had
once been theirs and to put pressure on the lizards.


‘Pressure’ was the key focus of the overall battle
plan against their common enemy, with the Human warlord Paul having insisted
that they make the lizards play defense rather than dictate when and where the
fighting would occur. Star Force was hitting, probing, and confusing the
lizards on multiple fronts, as were the Voku and Protovic, with the Hycre’s
contribution being the reclamation of their old worlds. The lizards would have
to choose who to push back against, all the while funneling most of their
reinforcements towards the Skarron front whose level of fighting was beyond
anything the Hycre had seen before.


They were continually scouting the regions surrounding
the ADZ and others, including the ever moving Skarron/lizard border, and while
they suspected there were a lot of conflicts they were missing out on, those
they were quietly monitoring and recording were beyond vicious. The lizards had
finally found an enemy that they couldn’t overwhelm with sheer numbers and the
amount of ships both sides were deploying into the war, and subsequently losing,
was staggering. 


Knowing this Star Force and the Hycre’s other allies
were committed to pushing back on multiple fronts, not in any big way, but
enough to pressure and test the lizards to see how much they could or would
defend. Already there were gains being made and worlds retaken, but some were
drawing large responses while others were not. One didn’t know when and where
the lizards would strike back, but for the first time the Alliance was getting
a few easy wins in. 


The Hycre didn’t know if/when the lizards would hit
them back, or maybe because they couldn’t use the gas giants for their own
purposes they wouldn’t bother trying this time around. Regardless, the Hycre
now had enough Shaven, their line of ships that included the tech gifts from Star
Force, to defend themselves against the lizards short of their enemy throwing
the hammer down at them…and currently that hammer was being occupied by larger
targets.


Kri’mas was operational
again within 4 hours, but it would not be rebuilt to its former status for
several years to come. Many clusters had been lost in the invasion and the mass
of orbital infrastructure had been wiped out completely. Given what they knew
of the lizards and their tactics the Hycre would not be rebuilding it in their
outer colonies, instead choosing to build their facilities entirely in
atmosphere, even when it was disadvantageous to do so. 


They felt the tradeoff was worth the inefficiency and
other hassles that would result so long as they were able to shield them inside
the planet and make the enemy come down to attack them directly, for any battle
within the thick atmosphere was almost an automatic win for the Hycre, and if
the lizards chose to bombard them from orbit as they had done before the Shaven
would go after those priority targets rather than leaving floating stations
that made for easy pickings and locations the Hycre would be forced to defend.


This way the warfleet was
free to roam and strike where it chose, and that was the worthwhile tradeoff to
the Hycre, for as the years passed and they began to tinker with the cleansing
beams and mauler cannons that Star Force had given them they were building
stronger and more purposeful Shaven, which only increased their confidence that
they could now retake and hold some of their former worlds.


How many was the question, but the Hycre were going to
get some now to put pressure on the lizards and begin to reverse the formerly
‘inevitable’ advancement they had been making for centuries. 


And with every world reclaimed the Hycre had an
additional base behind enemy lines from which to strike out from, not for the
purpose of hitting strongholds but to conduct recon and small scale harassment
attacks, hitting the enemy where they were weak and forcing them to more
heavily defend areas that previously were protected by the intimidation factor
the lizards possessed. With that being the case, the enemy was going to have to
shore up far more systems than they’d become accustomed to, which would drain
even more resources from their overall empire.


There was no mistaking the fact, however, that that
empire was still growing by leaps and bounds in multiple directions. That said,
the Hycre were confident they could hold their own worlds and take back a few
others, no longer having to play the victim and constantly running. They’d held
their capitol against numerous attacks, and now it was their turn to start
returning the favor and make use of the footholds they’d fought so hard to
preserve.


Over the coming years more worlds like Kri’mas would be returning into the fold, and from them the
sharks of the space ocean would begin to reassert their dominance, first in
raids and then in organized planetary strikes using the cleansing beams coupled
with the remote mech technology Star Force had also gifted them with to further
harass or wipe out small lizard colonies. Before long the lizards were forced
to increase their ship traffic into full blown convoys else risk ships getting
poached while in transit, making the large region that was dotted with Hycre
worlds hazardous to travel despite most of the claimed worlds in that area
still belonging to the lizards. 


Pressure was the key, emphasized over and over by the
Humans, and with the Hycre gradually tipping the scales of naval combat back
into their decided favor, pressure is what they contributed, with the lizards
never knowing when or where the growing ‘schools’ of Hycre warships would
strike next.



 

Tennisonne rode the civilian traffic ferries across
Earth orbit rather than requisitioning a personal craft to do so, which his
position in Star Force afford him the right to do, but he never liked pulling a
ship off for his own transit unless time was of the essence, and in research
and development it hardly ever was. So he hitched several rides across the
orbital rings of habitats, factories, shipyards, and whatever else people had
envisioned to build that now gave the planet 8 visible bands circling it like
squashed hula hoops, each at different altitudes. 


That left huge areas empty to allow for traffic coming
off the surface to head directly for jumppoints or the outer halo of starports,
but maneuvering within the rings was slow and tedious work. Virtually all
altitudes running from Earth to Luna were occupied, with each band of
infrastructure rotating around a fixed axis so they wouldn’t collide with each
other.


A few facilities were located outside the bands and
used anti-grav to augment their irregular orbits or
lack thereof, but the small artificial moon that the tech was heading towards
wasn’t one of them. It was situated within the third ring and was one of the
largest sedas built to date, easily outmassing the
Death Star from Star Wars, though to the Archons’ disappointment they hadn’t
been able to include a superweapon in the design.


Actually, this station wasn’t mean for battle. Rather,
it was a massive industrial station that fed a lot of the higher end materials
to Star Force and included research and development facilities that focused on
just that purpose. Tennisonne didn’t come here often, but every now and then
some project he was working on would take place on the small moon, or rather
within, and today was one of those days.


The recent ‘bounty’ given to Star Force by the Dsevmat
had been brought here for both analysis and use. Roger had ordered it inspected
just in case it contained some sort of Trojan horse, but that was just the
Archon being paranoid as usual. That was his job, and Tennisonne was glad he
was there to do it, which left the level 6 tech free to focus on the scientific
endeavors without worrying about something blowing up…unless he was causing it.


His last leg of the journey up from Earth was a short
hop via dropship from a nearby civilian terminal station, passing him through
the restricted zone around the station and inside one of thousands of hangar
bays that had a continuous flow of ships coming in and out with either raw
materials or finished products, most of which were building materials of sorts
or processed materials that other facilities would use to produce more specific
items. 


Once onboard he was greeted with a reception committee
made up of other techs and quickly escorted through the internal city to the
special hangar were the rarer items in the bounty were being held and
inventoried. A lot of the corovon cubes had already been sent off for
processing, but there were plenty still left for Tennisonne to see. Though it
was nothing new to him, the sight of so much corovon in one place was still awe
inspiring…and underscored just how far Star Force had yet to grow. They’d come
a long ways, with Tennisonne doing no small part in giving them the tools they
needed, but the scope of a civilization that could trade away corovon on this
scale was downright impressive and beyond anything they could currently field.


Star Force shipped corovon in ingots the size of his
thumb, for that was how rare it was. Then those ingots were almost immediately
used to produce compounds that had corovon in them, meaning the raw element was
hardly ever seen outside of select facilities and research departments. The
giant cubes littering the deck before him were as much a snub as they were a
gift, declaring in wealthy fashion just how primitive Star Force was in
comparison to the benefactor.


But Tennisonne didn’t care about that, for he was used
to being the new kid on the block that couldn’t tie his shoes or walk and chew
gum at the same time. Years spent digging through the V’kit’no’sat database and
multiple trips down to the pyramid underscored that far more than the Dsevmat
ever could, but having so much corovon at hand still made him feel like a kid
just being given his first piece of candy.


But that was a metaphor his fellow techs wouldn’t
understand, for now candy was free to everyone in the cafeterias…or the simple
ones were anyway.


After inspecting the corovon cubes he went straight
over to the other items the Dsevmat had included, with there being 7 different
‘presents’ given to them. Two were more basic materials, one being an advanced
polymer and the other an assortment of common metals in vast quantities. 


The clear spheres with the pixilation in the center
had subsequently been classified as fission fuels, but of a type that Star
Force didn’t use. They were densely constructed molecules that when
deconstructed would release impressive amounts of energy, so much so that they
made for extremely potent volume ratios, but the fuel systems that Star Force
used and Tennisonne had had his hand in creating were on a tech tree line
heading towards bigger and better things, meaning that using these Scvob fuels would be a divergence and not worth the effort.


Still, the compounds themselves could prove useful in
research and development and give his assistants something to play with down
the road. The same went for two other items in the inventory list, but the
smallest one was the sweetest and the reason Tennisonne had come here in
person.


There were four crates that had small, palm-sized
cubes stacked in elaborate holding materials that made up the majority of the
volume of the crates, which Tennisonne considered over packing, but none the
less the valuable contents more than made up for the dramatic packing peanuts.
In total there were 2048 cubes that were a mix of 26 different arc elements,
each far more valuable than their larger corovon twins. To date Star Force had
artificially created and produced in large quantities 8 arc elements, with an
additional 17 in low levels of production and another 8 in research development
only.


Most overlapped with the bounty, but there were 4 that
did not. Tennisonne’s people had already identified
what they were, with one arc element in particular drawing his attention. They
were all immensely valuable, especially the 4 types that Star Force couldn’t
produce yet, but the most rare type of them all had
only 1 cube in the inventory…and it alone was worth more than all the rest
combined.


It was an arc element known as Bi’rovsken’thrnem
to the V’kit’no’sat, but to him and the other techs they simply referred to it
as Biro. It wasn’t the top tier as far as the V’kit’no’sat were concerned, but
it was an important component in a lot of the machinery they used on a daily
basis. That might not sound all that impressive, but since Tennisonne and the
others like him had to build the tools to build the tools that built the
machinery that made the products, he was limited in what he could build despite
knowing how to build bigger and better things.


He wasn’t able to produce Biro, therefore he couldn’t
build any tools that required it. But this one little cube would allow him to
create a low, but impressive number of new tools that would advance the
research and development department ahead by at least 60 years, in some areas.
They’d eventually get to the point where they could produce Biro on their own,
but having some on hand to use was quite the cheat, and when Tennisonne found
and picked up the small blue cube and held it in his hand he literally felt
like he was holding onto a piece of the future.


“Alright fellas, keeping doing your thing with the
rest. I’m taking this one and getting to work on it immediately,” he said,
keeping the warm metalish cube in his hand as he
walked a few steps through the tables set up with all the little cubes on
them…then he stopped suddenly and reached out telekinetically to pick up a
dirty yellow one and drag it through the air to his free hand. 


“And that one,” he said so they could log it and not
go running around like crazy later when they counted and found it missing.
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May 21, 2659


Solar System


Earth



 

Ginsi Korinth transferred
off the jumpship and onto a Falcon-class
dropship along with six other A7 candidates, settling into the small bank of seats
next to a trainer and a handful of other personnel heading down to Atlantis.
She was both excited and nervous, for this was the first time she’d ever been
to the Solar System, let alone Earth, and everything she was seeing on the trip
in was blowing her mind.


Ginsi had been born on Kokiri
in the Dancer System, a Human-only world that in the Core Region that held some
22 billion people spread out over a mix of forest and grasslands. It was
classified as a heavy grav world, with a 1.34 rating,
but Ginsi like the other natives had lived inside cities with normal AG so she hadn’t
acclimated to it any more than the people on Earth or Mars, but one difference
between the planets was that Kokiri had a forest of
‘small’ infrastructure blanketing the planet and lacked any of the huge
structures that were present in Sol.


And not just on the surface either. Kokiri had been one of the original colonies Star Force had
created, but it had grown slower than Sol and developed along a less cluttered
geography, filling the planet with people and expanding as needed, but never
letting the masses grow too large in any one place. Ginsi had been born to
parents she didn’t know and didn’t care to know, then immediately taken to a
maturia where she’d developed and trained with her classmates up through
graduation, all of which occurred in a restricted part of her native city.


It was only 3 months ago that she’d even been able to
roam freely and explore the planet, having known it only through vids and maps.
Just as soon as she’d begun to feel accustomed to the mojo of it all she’d been
whisked away to the very heart of Star Force and was having to go through yet
another acclimation process to the organized chaos that was Sol. So far that’d
been happening remotely, with her watching the ‘scenery’ via datapad or vid
panel as her jumpship had taken her across to Sol, exiting its jump near the
yellowish star, then making a slow microjump first to Mars, then Ganymede and
Titan before coming in to Earth orbit. 


From there it parked near a starport and a flurry of
activity ensued with Ginsi watching it all unfold and staring at the great
rings of infrastructure orbiting the planet. She’d heard that back in the day
it had been a spherical shroud of stations on crisscrossing orbits, but at some
point they’d decided to line them all up into the various rings, putting them
closer to each other to allow for shorter travel routes, as well as to leave
open the large gaps for the quick to ground transit that the civilian public
didn’t have access to.


But her dropship did and as it exited the jumpship it
flew ‘down’ beneath the ring of stations that the starport serviced and got
well clear of the infrastructure before making a tiny jump down towards the
atmosphere. There it braked and settled into a looping descent that would bring
it a quarter turn around the planet and over the Pacific Ocean to where
Atlantis sat. Ginsi still couldn’t believe she was coming here, and ever since
they’d told her she’d passed the tests to become an Archon she’d been in a
state of denial, expecting there to have been some sort of mistake and still
clinging to a bit of worry about that.


She was barely out of maturia training and now here
she was heading to Atlantis of all places! It was the most secure and secretive
city in the ADZ and she just got a 1-way ticket down to what she didn’t know,
but however the Archons trained it was done here, behind closed doors, with few
ever glimpsing what went on. There were a wide variety of rumors, but the
Archons themselves didn’t care to share about their experiences, nor did Star
Force itself, leaving her more than a little worried about what she might be
asked, or forced, to do.


She still didn’t think she belonged here, but the
other six sitting next to her didn’t seem that different, which made her feel a
bit better…and more worried, for some of the rumors said the Archons were
cyborgs with the candidates receiving implants and conditioning to make them
follow orders like they were nothing more than computers. Ginsi didn’t really
believe that, but seeing the other ‘weak’ candidates around her the notion that
they were fit to become Archons without some extraordinary augmentation was
quite a stretch.


She watched on her datapad as the exterior cameras
cleared up from the reentry friction and the ocean below came into view, with a
tiny dot marked as the city that they were quickly approaching. Ginsi stared at
it, wanting to see what it looked like in realtime, but the trainer sitting
next to them stood up and turned around so he could see them all and got their
attention.


“Alright younglings, we’re about here,” he said evenly
and almost bored, as if he’d done this many times before. “First thing you need
to know is that there are many different classes of trainees in Atlantis and
you are not all in the same class. When we arrive I’ll take you to a holding
area where you will be grouped with your classmates, then you’ll get your first
briefing from Head Trainer Wilson and Director Davis himself…and from there
you’ll be given instructions about what to do, where to go, this and that. It’s
much like your maturia training, only way, way harder. Stick to the program and
you’ll probably make it through. Usually the only ones that wash out are people
who just decided to quit…and Archons never quit.”


“Davis?” the boy next to Ginsi asked. “We’re going to
meet Davis?”


“Yes you will. He keeps a very close relationship with
the Archons and meets with every class as they begin their training. He’ll fill
you in on some very important things…things the public doesn’t know and that
you will need to, but for now I’m here to tell you who you are and where you’re
going. You no longer will use your last names, nor does any Archon. You may be
trainees right now but you get your number at the outset, not at graduation as
some people erroneously believe.”


“Stan…500112. That’s your name from now on, as well as
tells you what class you’re in. The last bit anyway. 112 means you’re in the
100s. All of your classmates will have the same first four digits, with the
last two ranging from 00 to 99. Emil…you’re 500398 and in a different class.
You won’t be seeing each other again except maybe in passing in the hallways on
some rare occasions, but you’ll be doing everything with your classmates.
They’ll become your brothers and sisters. Bit of advice I like to give the
rookies coming in is to be honest with each other. You need to learn to work together
as much as you do as an individual, and it works better when you leave your
egos behind at the door.”


“If not you’ll lose them eventually, like a lot of
other bad habits you’ve picked up from civilian life…and I know some of you are
straight out of the maturia. Hopefully that means you haven’t picked up as
many, just be aware that your classmates here are going to be on a whole
different level. They’re going to be like you, the rarest of the rare, so
respect them enough to be honest from the get go. You’re essentially being
reborn and going through the maturia all over again, so just mentally start
over and learn as you go. Let everything else from your previous lives
dissipate and walk into Atlantis as a clean slate.”


“Just some advice. You guys always figure it out
eventually. Han…500181. You’re in the same class as Stan. Julie…500001. You’re
in the half million mark group. That means nothing other than a lot of zeros in your number, by the way. Ginsi…500289.”


500289, she
repeated in her head, memorizing the number. That meant the other three weren’t
in her class, nor were the others that the trainer read off next. Glancing down
at her datapad she realized the city was right below them and decided to stow
it away, no longer feeling like sightseeing. The trainer didn’t have much more
to say, but she could already get the feeling that this was a high pressure
environment and she needed to have her mind focused on what she was doing, and
right now that meant following instructions and not looking out the virtual
windows.


When the dropship finally did land the ‘trainees,’ as
they were now apparently called, were escorted off first onto the open surface
of the city. The humidity struck Ginsi immediately, given that she’d grown up
on a world that had no oceans or bodies of water larger than a small lake. The
wet air hit her nose right off, as did the wind that whipped her loose green
hair around like a hurricane with her swiping it out of her eyes as the seven
trainees followed the trainer over to a nearby building entrance.


Once inside her hair settled down and she was split up
from the others, with a different trainer taking her off on his own and the
pair heading for a lift. From there they traveled through the city interior,
which wasn’t all that different from what she was used to, though it did feel a
bit more ancient, if that was a feeling that one could feel. 


Out of the lift they walked a bit more then passed
through a checkpoint and into what the man said was the Archon training areas
where the rest of Atlantis’s personnel weren’t permitted. From there Ginsi was
escorted to the holding area the first trainer had promised and she was left to
mingle with her new family until they were called for, with some six trainers
stationed nearby to look after them. She got the feeling they were being
handled a bit like younglings, but since she didn’t have a clue what was going
on she was actually glad for it.


“Nice hair,” a girl behind her commented.


Ginsi turned around, then ran her fingers through the
mess a few times. “That stupid wind.”


“Actually I meant the color. I like the green.”


“Thanks. I’m Ginsi by the way. 289. Or, well, 500289.
Don’t think we’ll be using the first 3 very much since they’re all the same.”


“First four actually. I’m Sax-500211.”


“Right, four.”


“Looks like we’re only 3 shy now.”


“If you say so,” Ginsi said, looking around at all the
others. Most were near her height of 5’10’’ but a few looked to be near the
6’5’’ range. 


“I’ve been counting.”


“Did they tell you we were going to see Davis?”


“Yes,” Sax said eagerly. 


“They also said something about secrets.”


“Archon only stuff…I can’t wait.”


“I didn’t realize being hot was one of the
requirements for being an Archon,” a guy said, walking up beside Sax.


“It’s not,” she said, glaring at him. “Otherwise you
wouldn’t be here.”


He looped an arm around her shoulders. “Now that’s
starting to sound like my sister already.”


“I’m Ginsi…89.”


“Matt…34.”


“And thanks for the compliment.”


“Just pointing out the obvious,” he said, letting go
of Sax. “Some of us have been here a few hours already and we’re getting a bit
tired of waiting.”


“Did anyone say how long it would take?”


“No,” Sax answered. “So we’re just chitchatting to
pass the time.”


“Ugh…and here I really hate small talk.”


“Apparently all of us do,” Matt commented. “That’s one
of the first things we figured out.”


“Really?” Ginsi said, starting to feel an odd
familiarity with them already. 


“Would you like to make out instead?”


“Why not,” she said, calling his bluff and taking a
step towards him while grabbing his neck with her right hand and laying the
biggest kiss on him that she could manage before slowly pulling back. “Here or
would you prefer some place more out in the open?”


Matt coughed once, catching his breath. “Wow. You’re
even more sarcastic than me. I humbly admit defeat,” he said with a short bow.


“Slayed with a kiss,” Sax said, lightly punching Matt
in the stomach. “Now that’s a new one.”


“Looks like our last 3 are here,” he said, pointing to
the entrance as two guys and a girl were brought in wearing the same white with
blue stripe uniforms that the rest of them had been given prior to transit to
Atlantis.


“Just in time to wait some more,” Sax said dryly, and
she was right, for the group wasn’t taken away to another chamber till an hour
later. There they were seated in a small amphitheater with her taking a seat in
the second row with a tall, muscular man standing before them that introduced
himself as Wilson, their Head Trainer. He spoke briefly, then another man
walked up and exchanged places with him.


Ginsi almost didn’t recognize Davis in person, for his
hair was all short and spikey, but as soon as he started speaking there was no
mistake. He spoke quickly yet clearly, and outlined why they were here, what
they had been chosen for, the challenges ahead, and the ‘secrets’ that had been
alluded to. 


By the end of it all Ginsi was nearly speechless.
After all this time and 6 centuries of building and growth and war, the general
population still had no idea of who the true enemy was and the threat they
posed. She found that staggering, but also empowering, because she was being
trusted with the secret and the responsibility to do something about it by
completing her basic training and becoming an Archon.


Little did she know how big a role she’d play in the
future, for like any proper Archon she kept her mind focused on the here and now. Ginsi didn’t need any coaching on that, for once the
V’kit’no’sat were revealed to her everything in her life seemed to crystalize
into one undeniable purpose…and from that day on she worked just as hard as the
others, if not harder, to earn her spot in the Archon ranks and begin her meteoric
rise up through the levels.
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